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ABSTRACT 
 
This research examines the development of environmental activism (or lack thereof) in 
response to urban environmental injustices in two communities to understand differences in 
response between the communities.  The goal is to better understand how and why residents take 
action to secure improvements in environmental quality and the forces that inhibit activism.  
Local activism has played a key role in efforts to address and redress environmental injustices in 
the U.S. yet activism varies greatly among communities resulting in an uneven geography of 
environmental remediation and response.  Two communities in Indianapolis, IN are chosen as 
case studies – West Indianapolis and Martindale-Brightwood.  Both of these low-income 
communities endure an abundance of environmental hazards including toxic releases.  However, 
each community has responded differently with Martindale-Brightwood residents forming an 
environmental justice collaborative, while no collective activism has emerged in West 
Indianapolis. Contrasting forms and levels of environmental activism provide an opportunity to 
investigate the place-specific forces that encourage or deter local environmental movements. 
The research objectives are: (1) Analyze the spatial distribution of environmental hazards 
in the two study areas relative to the City of Indianapolis, (2) Trace and interrogate the 
economic, political, ecological, and social forces which have collaboratively produced the 
damaging environmental histories of both areas, (3) Assess residents‘ interpretations and 
understandings of environmental hazards and the  influence of place attachment, perceptions of 
the hazards, and social capital in producing different interpretations and understandings of the 
local landscape within the study areas, and (4) Evaluate the roles of local institutions, including 
community development organizations, churches, government organizations and industries in 
producing or deterring activism.  This research relies on quantitative and qualitative methods.  A 
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Geographic Information System (GIS) is used to analyze the spatial distribution of 
environmental hazards while a mail survey and in-depth interviews reveal how residents‘ place 
attachment, social capital, and environmental concerns and knowledge intersect with the 
contaminated medium in motivating activism.     
The research is situated within environmental justice and urban political ecology 
literatures.  Macro-scale political and economic forces that shape the uneven distribution of 
environmental hazards are integrated with analysis of people‘s perceptions of and responses to 
environmental hazards to provide a more complete understanding of environmental activism.  
This research contributes to the environmental justice and urban political ecology literatures by 
revealing the place-specific social, environmental and political forces that influenced the 
development of environmental activism in response to environmental hazards.  The findings 
contribute towards place attachment literature by revealing the socially constructed nature of 
place attachment as the state, corporations, non-governmental organizations, and the physical 
environment all influence and shape the emotions, memories, and meanings residents attach to 
their respective neighborhoods.  Corporate parties in West Indianapolis exert their influence on 
residents through the offering of various community meetings at their sites and on local 
organizations (West Indianapolis Development Corporation) via various funding mechanisms.  
The perception of environmental injustice, inadequate political response, and individual impacts 
from hazards are not sufficient without large stocks of place attachment and social capital 
(particularly institutional and church-related social capital) among residents.   
Viewing the two communities individually and as parts of the larger urban development 
of Indianapolis illuminates the political-economic factors which have shaped the physical and 
human landscapes in the two communities and conditioned residents‘ responses.  An innovative 
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aspect of this research is in the finding of how residents‘ varying perceptions of and experiences 
with the medium contaminated (soil or air) impact their decisions to become activist.   
Within Martindale-Brightwood two entities appear to dominate and influence the 
direction and efforts of the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative.  First, 
the non-profit organization IKE and its conflict of interest in using EPA funding to challenge the 
EPA remediation effort (which has redirected some of the initial MBEJC agenda); and, second, 
the influence of the City of Indianapolis on the Martindale-Brightwood landscape in terms of 
socio-environmental characteristics.  The City‘s influence is playing out currently as the agenda 
of the MBEJC offered support for the City‘s goal of redeveloping Martindale-Brightwood as a 
‗sustainable community‘.  However, the risk of such a redevelopment approach, firmly rooted in 
economic conceptions of sustainability as opposed to social and environmental conceptions, will 
likely produce a ‗sustainable‘ but also gentrified community.       
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
 Environmental (in)justice – the uneven burden of environmental hazards among 
population groups and places– is an important issue in the United States.  Research shows that 
many economically and socially disadvantaged communities house a disproportionate share of 
environmental hazards, from large and potentially toxic facilities such as Superfund sites to more 
localized activities like illegal dumping sites.  Facing environmentally hazardous facilities 
nearby, some communities have taken action in an effort to secure local environmental 
remediation and improvements.  Their efforts raised awareness of environmental injustice 
several decades ago, spawning local and national social movements to reduce environmental 
hazards and promote a more equal distribution of burdens.  At the same time, many other 
communities have remained silent while shouldering severe environmental burdens.    
 The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the development of social movements (or 
lack thereof) in response to similar urban environmental injustices in two communities of 
Indianapolis, Indiana and to understand why responses have varied between the communities.  
The dominant approach within environmental justice research has centered on determining the 
geographic distribution of environmental hazards (hazards).  Here hazards refer to sites or 
facilities which may be regulated (industrial facilities, chemical manufacturers) or unregulated 
(illegal dumping sites, vacant sites, brownfields) and which are identified as a threat to human or 
environmental health by either government regulatory bodies or residents themselves.  The field 
of environmental justice offers many examples of investigators exploring the spatial correlation 
between hazards and socioeconomic/demographic characteristics of communities, with 
‗community‘ representing anywhere from a census block group to the zip code or even county 
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level.  Such research reveals many examples of disproportionate environmental risk being 
endured by populations and communities that are disadvantaged in terms of race, ethnicity or 
income (Pulido 2000, Buzzelli, et al. 2003).  While these analyses provide insight regarding the 
spatial distribution of hazards and the proportions of population groups which may be impacted 
by them, questions of environmental activism and real or perceived harm must be investigated 
further.  Often, such investigations leave us with a sense of injustice imparted on a particular 
community, yet we learn nothing of residents‘ reactions to their position.  In response, some 
research offers examples of residents reacting to the location and harmful practices of particular 
facilities, including citizens organizing to effect change in site practices or government-led 
remediation (Chambers 2007; Checker 2008).  The existing literature, however, lacks 
comparative analysis of environmentally damaged communities in terms of why one community 
becomes socially active while others do not.  Rather, the literature has examined the comparative 
levels of ‗success‘ achieved between socially active environmental justice communities.  
 In this research, contrasting forms and levels of environmental activism in two 
communities in Indianapolis provide a unique opportunity to investigate the place-specific forces 
that encourage and/or deter local environmental movements.  Mixed methods including 
environmental histories, GIS mapping, resident surveys and in-depth interviews, are used to 
reveal the processes that have shaped the form and trajectory of activism in each community and 
that have fueled or constrained residents‘ responses.   
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Figure 1.1  Locational map of the two study areas. 
 
Significance 
This research contributes toward the environmental justice and urban political ecology 
(UPE) literatures by examining not only factors/forces which may play a role in the varying 
degree of activism between communities, but also how place attachment, social capital, race, and 
the type of contaminated medium intersect with concerns of citizens with regard to 
environmental hazards.  The specific or more particularly, the differential role of contaminated 
media as a component of the socio-environmental context has not been examined via an urban 
political ecology approach.  This research furthers the call for greater consideration of the 
environmental or ecological aspect of the UPE-based notion of the urban socio-environment with 
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that aspect being considered here as the environmental contamination associated with hazardous 
facilities.   
A political-ecological approach to these communities individually and as parts of the 
larger urban development of Indianapolis, Indiana, will illuminate the political, social, and 
economic (i.e. capital) factors which have acted as forces to shape and mold both the physical 
and human landscapes and their complex interwoven histories  This research contributes toward 
policy by revealing the role various environmental regulations such as Superfund and 
Brownfields can play in how city and state governments approach a remedy to the environmental 
injustices endured by the study areas.  The research also highlights the need for more meaningful 
and sustained community involvement in environmental remediation policies.  Additionally, this 
research contributes to environmental justice research by first contrasting more recent literature 
doubting the role of place attachment as a driver of environmental activism.  Second, this 
research also provides nuance to conceptions of social capital by revealing two significant 
components of social capital which call for further investigation: the role of churches as sites of 
social capital accumulation with regards to environmental issues, and the roles of city and federal 
government agencies/personnel in fostering accumulation of social capital in one community 
through active interaction with residents and environmental groups.  One last contribution of this 
research is to expose limitations of sustainability as a government-led ‗remedy‘ for 
environmental injustice.  The case studies examined here suggest that sustainability can provide 
a foil which allows the government to co-opt and direct the vision and goals of community-led 
environmental organizations in such areas.   
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Approach 
 The two study areas selected for this research fall within the boundary of Indianapolis, 
Indiana.  The first area is Martindale-Brightwood, located on the near east side of Indianapolis 
and bounded by 16
th
 and 30
th
 streets, Keystone and Massachusetts avenues, and the Norfolk 
Southern Railroad (Monon) tracks.  This area has a population of approximately 9.334 residents 
(U.S. Census 2000) and is predominantly African-American.  Several hazardous manufacturing 
facilities are located in and near the community.  In 2004, a church organization in the 
neighborhood paid for an environmental site assessment to be conducted as part of an application 
for a loan to be used for planned church renovations.  The environmental site assessment 
revealed historical practices in the area that indicated a potential for site contamination.  As a 
result of this initial assessment, further investigations were conducted, which eventually revealed 
high levels of lead (Pb) in the soil surface of the site, as well as high levels of Pb in surface soil 
at 250 residential properties in the area.  These properties were subsequently offered remediation 
of the contaminated soil at no charge.  The high levels of contamination propelled some in the 
community to form an activist organization (Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice 
Coalition) with the intent to learn more about the status of their neighborhood, as well as to push 
for additional state and federal cleanup efforts.   
The other community assessed as part of this comparative study is an area located on the 
near west side of Indianapolis, known as West Indianapolis.  This highly industrialized area with 
heavy traffic volumes nearby is bounded by the White River to the east, Holt Road to the west, 
Raymond Avenue to the south, and CSX railroad tracks to the north.  This area is comprised 
predominantly of Caucasian residents and had a total population of approximately 10,075 in 
2000.  The area has a history of industrial operations, with the majority of releases to the 
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environment coming via smoke stacks and atmospheric deposition.  Many of these operations are 
located adjacent to residential areas, potentially placing residents at risk.  While this area has 
been the subject of some environmental sampling and extensive news reporting, no persistent 
environmental activism has occurred or contributed toward the founding of a community group. 
 
Table 1.1  Socio-demographic characteristics of the study areas (2000). 
 
 
 
 
 
Because of the difference in citizen response between the two proposed study areas, this 
investigation offers insight into the various drivers and forces which allow for or prevent citizen 
involvement in environmental justice activism. 
The methodology consists of both quantitative and qualitative analyses.  Geo-
technologies are used in this investigation as geographic information systems (GIS) have proven 
their utility with regard to environmental justice analyses.  GIS mapping and overlay analysis 
provide a visualization of the potential environmental risks surrounding the neighborhoods and 
the types and levels of toxic releases.  Qualitative data are compiled via questionnaires provided 
to local residents.  These questionnaires ask residents about their perceptions of various 
facilities/sites in their neighborhood, as well as seek to capture what factors play a role in 
moving citizens to act as part of an environmental justice organization and factors that act as 
barriers to participation.  In addition to the survey, this research also included in-depth interviews 
with residents as well as local government officials and non-governmental organization staff.  
Study Area Total 
Pop. 
Black 
(%) 
White 
(%) 
Vacant 
(%) 
Rental
(%) 
Median 
Household 
Income ($) 
Unemp 
(%) 
Martindale-
Brightwood 
9,334 93 5 23 32 25,592 14 
West Indianapolis 10,075 3 91 12 38 26,634 8 
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The environmental history of each study area is also examined as support for the notion that the 
two study areas have long endured a tumultuous relationship with environmental hazards.     
In sum the specific questions addressed by this dissertation are captured in the following 
research objectives: 
(1) Analyze the spatial distribution of environmental hazards/hazards within the two 
study neighborhoods. 
(2) Trace and interrogate the ecological, economic, political, and social forces which 
have collaboratively produced the damaging environmental histories of both 
neighborhoods. 
(3) Interrogate the respective roles of place attachment, race, social capital, and the 
contaminated media in influencing different interpretations and understandings of the 
local landscape within the two selected neighborhoods.   
(4) Evaluate the role place attachment, race, social capital, state interaction, and 
contaminated media in influencing varying levels and types of environmental 
activism 
 
Overview 
This dissertation is divided into eight chapters.  Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the 
research questions, the hypotheses, and the study areas examined as part of this research.  
Chapter 2 details the relevant strands of literature which provide important background for 
approaching and answering the research questions.  Additionally, Chapter 2 discusses how the 
research project contributes towards each of the strands of literature adopted as part of the 
approach to this project.  Chapter 3 details the various data used as well as the methodological 
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approaches followed, Chapter 4 presents an historical examination of the study areas through a 
discussion of the various social, political, economic, and environmental conditions from the 
areas‘ early days to more recent years.  Chapter 5 focuses on present-day environmental 
characteristics by discussing the current spatial distribution of environmental hazards and socio-
demographic characteristics of both Indianapolis as a whole and the study areas.  Chapter 6 
interrogates the roles of place attachment, social capital, perceptions, and contaminated media in 
contributing toward (or deterring) residents‘ propensity to engage in environmental activism.  
Chapter 7 goes further by examining the role of government and corporate entities in either 
prompting or discouraging environmental activism via various policies, interactions with 
residents, or co-optation of community-based groups.  Finally, Chapter 8 provides a conclusion 
discussing the main findings and their limitations and questions to be asked in the future.     
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Chapter 2 Literature Review  
 
This chapter details the relevant strands of literature, including the significant 
contributions to each strand, as a way to establish the foundation upon which the research 
questions can be addressed.  This research project relies upon multiple literatures including the 
broadly overarching subject of environmental health/justice, as well as more specific literatures 
regarding environmental activism, social movements, place attachment, social capital, 
perceptions of hazards, and contaminated media.  Urban political ecology provides the other 
overarching framework for this research through its indictment of the social, political, economic, 
and ecological or environmental realms as distinguishable yet deeply interconnected pieces of 
the urban puzzle.   
 
Environmental Justice 
Environmental justice is a political project replete with conflict.  It is a concept that 
continues to evolve and shift within both the academic and public realms.  The U.S. government 
put forth a broad definition of environmental justice as ―the fair treatment and meaningful 
involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the 
development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and 
policies‖ (U.S. EPA, www.epa.gov/compliance/environmentaljustice/index.html).While the 
definition is positioned clearly on a regulatory footing, among the general public environmental 
justice is often interpreted as ensuring that no segment of the population be subjected to a 
disproportionate amount of exposure, or even perceived exposure, to environmental risk or 
hazards.   
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Public concern over environmental justice arose in response to two high profile cases 
involving allegations by African-Americans in two communities that they were being subjected 
to a disproportionate risk of exposure to environmental hazards (Bullard 1990, United Church of 
Christ 1987; U.S. GAO 1983).  Additional well-known cases such as Love Canal near Buffalo, 
NY provoked a sharp rise in the baseline level of awareness among the general public regarding 
the negative effects of industrial practices and processes on human health both physical and 
psychological.  The unveiling of these serious environmental contamination events ran 
concurrent with an increase in broader environmental awareness during the 1970s.  Along with 
the growing public concern among lower-income and/or minority communities a growth in 
academic research on environmental injustices ensued (Lee 1992; Mohai and Bryant 1992; 
Anderton, et al. 1994; Pulido 2000; Pastor, Sadd and Hipp 2001).  While the methods used to 
assess the spatial distribution of environmental hazards or risks have been widely debated, the 
vast majority of studies demonstrate that minority and low-income populations are more often 
disproportionately exposed to environmental hazards.        
 
Spatial Distribution of Hazards 
 Many studies have analyzed the uneven spatial distribution of environmental hazards and 
their association with race, class and other dimensions of social inequality.  The scale of analysis 
for these studies has varied widely with much of the research focusing on a city-wide analysis 
(Mohai and Bryant 1992; Buzzelli, et al. 2003; Pulido 2000).Some research has modeled 
environmental risk at the county, state, and even national level (Bullard 1990; Margai 2001; 
Pastor, et al.2001).Margai (2001) examined non-routine hazardous releases in two New York 
counties and found that residents in low-income (below poverty line), minority (Hispanic and 
African-American), and low median housing value areas are more likely to encounter a non-
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routine hazardous release. Pastor, et al. (2001) used Los Angeles County for their examination of 
the ‗move-in hypothesis‘ and found that most often disproportionate siting of hazardous sites 
occurred in areas of political weakness, in particular, areas comprised of a large portion of 
minority residents and low rate of homeownership (Pastor, et al. 2001).  
The tremendous variation in scales of analyses has contributed to variation in research 
findings.  Early environmental justice research analyzed the question of disproportionate risk by 
focusing on a larger area, such as the ZIP code (United Church of Christ 1987).  Using large-area 
data increases the risk of missing the heterogeneity of a particular area of (Anderton, et al. 1994).  
As Anderton, et al. (1994) stated, ―areas of analysis should be as small as is possible and 
effective.‖  This assessment of environmental hazards across Indianapolis will use census tracts 
as they are the smallest areas at which various government-produced environmental records 
information can be obtained.  
 More recently, researchers have tried to get beneath the surface of environmental justice 
issues to consider both the roles of economic, political and social institutions in shaping the 
unequal distribution of environmental hazards in particular places, and how local residents and 
political organizations perceive and respond to those hazards.  Much of this research falls within 
the urban political ecology literature; however, other literatures on environmental activism and 
social movements are also relevant.  The background literature for this dissertation focuses on 
three important themes.  The first theme involves interrogating the macro-scale political and 
economic forces that shape the uneven distribution of environmental hazards.  Studies of 
environmental histories and social movements are important here.  The second theme 
emphasizes more micro-scale processes:  how people‘s perceptions of and responses to 
environmental hazards are influenced by social capital and place attachment.  The third theme 
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involves understanding how the contaminated medium contributes toward people‘s perceptions 
and responses via a deeply interconnected process of collaboration with human forces 
(economic, political, social).  I intend to draw these literatures closer together in order to more 
deeply interrogate how environmental hazards come to be distributed unevenly, how residents 
perceive and respond to these hazards, and how perceptions, social capital, place attachment, 
race, and the contaminated medium interact to either produce or deter environmental activism 
within two communities.      
 
Political Economy of Environmental Hazards 
 Urban political ecology (UPE) calls for historical analysis as a means to excavate the 
political, social, and economic (i.e. capital) forces that have collectively shaped the present day 
uneven urban environment.  Such an accounting can also reveal the interactions between 
residents of the areas and the physical landscape. Urban political ecology can be defined then as 
the ―regulation of our relationships with nature in cities – a question of democracy, governance, 
and politics of everyday life in cities‖ (Keil 2003, 729).     Additionally, UPE approaches our 
relationship with nature with a deliberately negative or critical slant (Keil 2003).  The uneven 
distribution of environmental hazards across a city is approached as a result of the uneven 
political and economic power.  In this way, UPE provides a method by which to decipher exactly 
who benefits and who suffers from the local urban environmental landscape and its 
transformation over time.  Thus, an important directive in UPE is to excavate the power relations 
which produce uneven urban landscapes (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003).  For example, in 
recounting the historical development of New York City through an excavation of the entangled 
human and physical forces which produce the city‘s ‗metropolitan natures‘, Gandy(2003) 
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provides an account of the contestation over what nature is and should be and for whom it should 
be produced, an interaction which continues to occur in cities today.   
 In An Unnatural Metropolis, Colten (2006) walks the reader through the historic and 
ongoing struggle of humans to more effectively manipulate ‗nature‘ in order to suit the needs and 
wants of New Orleans and its residents.  Environmental hazards were continually thrust upon the 
population as industries left a trail of pollution on the landscape and as the state acted to protect 
wealthy and powerful interests.  What‘s more, these ‗nuisances‘ were often inflicted unevenly 
across the urban population.  This persistent underlying trend of environmental inequities is 
revealed in different ways, from public works services initially not offered to all of the 
population, to the unjust results of historical processes in more recent decades.  Citizen 
responses, in speaking out or raising concerns regarding ‗nuisances‘ or ‗hazards‘ as they came to 
be called, evolved over time.  It was the development of a more pronounced concern for human 
health that coincided with the shift in society‘s language from ‗nuisance‘ to ‗hazard‘.  Also at 
work was improved science, which offered explanation as to how artificial products 
(contaminants) generated by humans came to interact with ‗nature‘ to produce serious human 
health risks.  In this way, Colten (2006) illustrated the way in which the relationship between 
humans and ‗nature‘ is never static, but is a dynamic process that produces multiple uneven 
landscapes.  These landscapes are simultaneously social and physical ―constructions that are 
actively and historically produced, both in terms of social content and physical-environmental 
qualities‖ (Swyngedouw, et al., 2002, 124-125).  It is the goal of urban political ecology, in part, 
to examine how urban environments are produced and reproduced to benefit the elite at the 
expense of marginalized populations (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003).Additionally, UPE aims 
to identify ways in which a ―more equitable distribution of social power‖ can be achieved (id, 
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898). As Keil (2005) reflected on Brownlow (2005), an urban political ecology approach calls 
for the researcher to ―name the relationships of power and injustice inscribed in this most 
successful and pervasive model of capitalist urbanization‖ (Keil 2005).   
Pulido(2000) directs attention to the structural processes which exacerbate the uneven 
distribution of amenities/disamenities across urban space.  While overt acts of racism have 
played a part in the environmental history of Los Angeles, the author urges us not to fall prey to 
the paradigmatic quest for intentionality when interpreting inequalities.  Rather, the focus of 
academic inquiry should be on the economic processes inherent to capitalist society, which 
drives the institutional forces responsible for the inequitable urban spaces we see today.  Pulido 
explains that we must look deeper at the phenomenon of ‗white privilege‘, the premise that the 
history of capitalism in America reveals how whites have dominated power relations and 
cultivated intentionally and unintentionally a political economic system which ensures the 
continued prosperity of whites.  As such, these forces have de-privileged the African-American 
and Latino-American populations who are unequally exposed to environmental hazards (Pulido 
2000). 
 
Social Movements 
 The literature on social movements is vast, yet two works have been selected as 
particularly useful with regards to an assessment of urban environmental activism.  In reviewing 
four major social movements in U.S. history (unemployed workers‘ rights, industrial workers‘ 
rights, civil rights, and welfare rights), Piven and Cloward (1978) provide arguments as to why 
these movements succeeded and/or failed.  In order to approach an investigation of a social or 
protest movement, a clear definition of what constitutes such a movement must be in place.  
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Piven and Cloward define a ‗protest movement‘ as ‗a transformation both of consciousness and 
of behavior...The change in consciousness has at least three distinct aspects‘ (id, 4).  First, ‗the 
system‘ loses legitimacy among the people.  Second, people who once complacently accepted 
their fate begin to recognize their rights and demand change.  Third, people who believed they 
could do nothing begin to think they can in fact effect some change (id, 5).  Piven and Cloward 
go on to argue that the change in people‘s behavior evolves from first becoming defiant to 
ultimately acting collectively.  It is the act of collective defiance that Piven and Cloward 
emphasize as being the key factor in their definition of a protest movement (id, 6).   
 Piven and Cloward discuss how movements are often absorbed (co-opted) into the state 
apparatus where they are ‗tamed‘.  The authors view chaotic, defiant protests as being much 
more effective for political response than a more formalized/organized activism.  The research 
proposed here will include an interrogation of the environmental justice movement (or lack 
thereof) within the two communities in an attempt to determine the ‗legitimacy‘ of the movement 
as perceived by residents.  While Piven and Cloward argue that the formalization of a protest 
movement that can lead to its demise, McAdam (1999) argues that such is not always the case.  
In addition, as Piven and Cloward indicate, a primary contributor toward the ‗disintegration of 
the movement‘ (with respect to the Civil Rights and Welfare Rights Movements in particular) 
were the ways in which black movement leaders were absorbed into traditional electoral 
positions (Piven and Cloward, 253).  Such tendencies towards co-optation may be relevant in 
understanding the evolution of environmental activism in Martindale-Brightwood.   
 In his discussion of the development of black insurgency during the 20
th
 century, 
McAdam (1999) dissects each of the major models used in examining social movements, 
specifically calling attention to two major faults of the classical model, those being the belief that 
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a social movement is a reaction by a psychologically unstable citizen to a sudden ‗strain‘ and that 
everybody shares equal access to the ‗system‘ (McAdam 1999).  In response, McAdam 
advocates a political process model which conceives of social movements as continuous and 
dynamic, enduring structural changes.  The political process model envisions insurgency as 
being shaped by long-running social processes (such as urbanization or industrialization) in 
which the actors are recognized as being rational, motivated individuals with political leverage.  
McAdam sees this model as more appropriately fitting the development of black insurgency in 
the U.S. because it developed through historical interactions with social and spatial controls on 
race and the forms in which political and economic forces reconfigured race to serve the needs of 
the elite.     
 Wacquant(2008) provides insights regarding the formation of a community that is 
socially, spatially, economically, and environmentally isolated.  In addition to being isolated 
along racial lines, these communities endure a ‗double retrenchment‘ as they are also seen as a 
distinct and separate group among the black population itself.  They encompass the poorest and 
least skilled portion of the black population (Wacquant 2008).  This double retrenchment 
produces a group of people who are jobless and impoverished and thereby removed so far from 
the formal economy and any reasonable opportunity structure that they cannot voice their 
opinion loudly and clearly.  Ironically, in regards to environmental justice issues, these isolated 
communities are often located in the middle of industrial complexes whose job opportunities are 
unattainable but whose environmentally negative results of production are mere feet away.  This 
exclusion, according to Wacquant leaves residents in a situation that stifles the development of 
meaningful social movements.   
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 The social movements literature situates community activism in relation to broader class, 
race and ethnic divisions.  It views such movements as framed by the uneven distribution of 
political and economic power and capitalist imperatives.  These insights are highly relevant as 
this research project seeks to understand the power and roles of local and national government 
agencies, non-profit organizations, and local industries in shaping how communities respond.  
Local industries act to protect their interests and profits while avoiding the internalization of their 
externalities such as pollution and the associated health impacts and economic devaluing of 
residents‘ bodies and homes, respectively.  Meanwhile, government officials act to quell 
agitation at the hands of residents while directing a response which will be the most 
economically attractive for both business and government.  Additionally, non-profit 
organizations seek funding mechanisms and a form of activism which will ensure future 
viability.  However, the social movements literature pays scant attention to the more localized 
dimensions of community response that are tied to people‘s experiences of their local 
communities, their perceptions of environmental risks and their access to social networks and 
institutions.  These dimensions vary, even within economically and socially disadvantaged 
communities, resulting in varying levels and types of environmental response.  The next sections 
review the literatures on how people‘s experiences and perceptions of environmental risks 
influence the development (or lack thereof) of environmental activism.  
 
Environmental Activism 
 Gandy (2003) focuses partially on the role of the middle-class not only in shaping the 
production of nature (parks) in the city but also regarding the divide between environmental 
justice movements seen as more radical and the broader environmentalism movement often 
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comprised of white middle to upper-class citizens.  We see how environmental justice 
movements begin to form and how they often expand their agendas from some initial single-
issue protest regarding a particular environmental ‗event‘ to a broader notion of social justice.  
Gandy illustrates well how so often it is concerns of residents regarding their health and that of 
their children which provide the impetus for social activism.  Such environmental justice 
movements often have deeper goals than preventing one facility being sited near a community.  
As Gandy illustrated, the goals of the New York City-based environmental movements were to 
acquire a greater ability to dictate how their ‗space‘ or ‗community‘ is used, or in other terms, 
how their physical landscape will be shaped.   
 When attempting to identify determinants of environmental activism Wakefield, et al. 
(2006) offered an analytical framework consisting of composition, context, and collective 
ingredients.  Composition refers to the individual demographics within a community, such as 
level of education, age, income, etc. that correlate to different levels of environmental activism.  
With respect to Superfund sites education in particular was found by Stephan (2005) to be 
indicative of citizen participation as a person with a higher level of education is more likely to 
participate as their education has provided them with skills conducive to understanding particular 
language. Context refers to the local ecological or environmental characteristics, such as the 
visibility, duration, and intensity of pollution (Wakefield, et al. 2006).  I propose to expand upon 
this role of context as a determinant of environmental action by examining how differences in 
the form of pollution itself (soil vs. air) may produce different responses and levels of 
environmental activism.  The term collective is used by Wakefield et al (2006) to describe the 
social networks of support existing within a community, which have been shown to be important 
to the potential development of local civic action (id).   
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As discussed in Wakefield (2001), as well as earlier in Elliot (1999), despite many 
residents perceiving risks from air pollution in their neighborhoods or communities, very few 
people choose to become active.  Wakefield, et al. (2006) constructed the composition, context, 
and collective framework to join together disparate literatures (environmental health justice and 
political ecology) in order to deepen investigations of environmental activism.  In addressing 
why so few residents (who are concerned about air pollution) take environmental action, 
Wakefield, et al. (2001) argue that individual perceptions and experiences are key.  Individuals 
often feel as if they (1) lack sufficient scientific knowledge to assess something as complex as air 
pollution, (2) have other priorities to deal with in life, and (3) don‘t know how to go about 
contacting anyone in order to complain.  Another factor stated to a lesser extent is the knowledge 
of residents that their own personal habits (i.e. smoking) would complicate any reliable risk 
assessment.   
 Studying a community strongly affected by environmental hazards, Elliot (1999) found 
widespread concern in the community about perceived actual and potential health impacts of 
‗black soot‘ from the local steel plant.  Residents‘ concerns and perceptions derived from their 
experiences of their life spaces or something akin to ‗activity spaces‘ (Jerrett and Finkelstein 
2005).  The context includes not only the observed pollution, which calls to mind the strong role 
of the senses (odor in Elliot 1999), but also the observed health outcomes.  As Wakefield et al. 
(2006) argued context (perceived environmental exposure) is one of the strongest predictors of 
environmental action.  Therefore, the senses can play a significant role in prompting response.  
Context can also include consideration of how the characteristics of an existing site and the 
presence of state/federal officials (role of officials in visually causing concern) contributed 
toward citizens‘ health concerns and activism (Stephan 2005).       
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 In addition to examining the reasons for residents to become activists, other research has 
explored the particular ways in which communities have become active in the face of 
environmental injustice and the characteristics of those who become active (Kurtz 2005; Stephan 
2005).  Kurtz (2005) examined the proposed construction of a PVC production facility within an 
area of Louisiana that is already overburdened with environmental hazards.  The residents of the 
area were predominately low-income with 49% of them African-American.  In order to protest 
the development of the PVC facility, the residents had to take up action speaking against the 
permitting process itself.  A community group was formed, called St. James Citizens for Jobs 
and the Environment.  The group soon developed an effective and vast network, connecting itself 
to other local groups, as well as to larger environmental justice and civil rights organizations.  
Activists invoked a communitarian sense of citizenship calling for the community as a whole to 
have a greater say in how the area developed economically and environmentally.  In this sense, 
the group expanded  its demands beyond the more common call for more meaningful procedural 
equity (i.e. a chance to speak their opinions at public meetings, etc.) to a call for greater control 
in the actual development of the area in a much broader sense.     
 The literature provides accounts of where environmental justice activism took place and 
why residents became active, however the literature lacks a robust examination of the 
comparative forces (including ecological) at play between those areas where activism did take 
hold and those where it did not.  Here the intent is to compare two different communities, both 
located within the same city (Indianapolis, Indiana), in the hopes of revealing what factors may 
have contributed toward the different responses to similar environmental injustices.   
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Place Attachment  
Place or ‗sense of place‘ or ‗place attachment‘ here refers to a bond one develops with a 
particular locale as well as an emotional investment in an area (Wakefield, et al. 2001).  Tim 
Cresswell (2004) provided what has been considered one of the more robust examinations of 
place, working from a broad definition of place as ―a way of seeing, knowing, and understanding 
the world‖ (Cresswell2004, 11).  The meanings that we invest in our home or neighborhood or 
school can all be seen as different forms of place.  In this way, residents of the two study 
communities attach their individual and collective meanings to a space (i.e. their neighborhood).  
These rich and varied ways of seeing and experiencing space can be thought of as learned senses 
or emotions: how people develop a meaning of a particular space is based on their experiences 
within that space.  Cresswell (2004) explained place is ―an aspect of the way we choose to think 
about it (the world) – what we decide to emphasize and what we decide to designate as 
unimportant‖ (Cresswell 2004, 11).  Residents of the two study communities have experienced 
their respective neighborhoods in both similar and vastly different ways.  Following Cresswell‘s 
notion of place, residents often decide what to consider important in defining their neighborhood 
or ‗space‘.  However, other forces or parties can act on and influence those individualized 
notions of place.  This then exhibits the way in which place is socially constructed using 
material/symbolic ingredients located both within and outside of the individual.   
 Building on the notion of place as a social construct, Low and Altman (1992) found that a 
person‘s attachment to place is based in part on the multiple social relations that a person 
identifies with a particular space (Low and Altman 1992).  Cresswell (2004) discussed how 
people often seem to choose the experiences and emotions they want to associated with a space, 
Low and Altman (1992) further offered the notion that ―places are…repositories and contexts 
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within which interpersonal, community, and cultural relationships occur, and it is to those social 
relationships, not just the place…to which people are attached (id, p. 7).‖  Kyle and Chick (2007) 
revealed how a place attachment is often built based upon place-based experiences with family 
and close friends (Kyle and Chick 2007).  Interesting in the context of ‗environmentally 
damaged neighborhoods‘(Greenberg and Schneider 1997) is the finding by Kyle and Chick 
(2007) that often the meanings attached to particular places were not directly attributed to the 
physical characteristics of the surrounding space (Kyle and Chick 2007).   
The physical environment, like recreational space, access to services, transportation, etc. 
can contribute positively to one‘s sense of place (Wakefield, et al. 2001).  Research has 
illustrated how sense of place is negatively impacted by perceptions of blight or ‗incivilities‘ in 
the area (Brown, Perkins, and Brown 2003).  Additional literature has pointed out that 
perspective matters in questions of place attachment (Greenberg and Schneider 1997).  When 
residents give poor valuations of their neighborhood, they most likely exhibit low place 
attachment, however, poor valuations of a neighborhood  from  ‗outsiders‘ may not at all be 
indicative of low place attachment.  In fact, high levels of place attachment are often seen in 
areas classified as ‗devastated‘ by outsiders (Greenberg and Schneider 1997).    
Place attachment has sent mixed signals throughout the environmental justice and 
activism literatures.  Wakefield finds that friendships or informal ties also contribute to place 
attachment (2001).  Because of these various emotional attachments to an area, residents often 
choose to stay in communities that can be classified as environmentally damaged, Elliot (1999) 
and Wakefield, et al. (2001) describe this  as a tradeoff, whereby residents accept the pollution in 
exchange for what they see as benefits to living in the area (affordable home ownership, friends, 
amenities).       
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 Although many studies emphasize the importance of social relations and interactions in 
place attachment, physical and material characteristics of the environment also play a role.  
Wilson (2004) found that the physical environment has a stronger relationship with residents‘ 
self-reported health outcomes than the social environment.  Residents who do not like their 
physical environment are more likely to report chronic health conditions, thereby demonstrating 
the serious role perceptions can play in health status.  In this way, a person‘s interpretation and 
perception of their ‗place‘ can impact their responses to hazards.  Place attachment also has been 
shown to differ based on ethnicity, homeownership and length of residence in an area (Brown, 
Perkins and Brown, 2003). 
 
Social Capital 
 Social capital (i.e. supportive social networks and institutions) is important in 
communities facing environmental hazards (Wakefield, et al. 2007).  Social capital, the networks 
of connections and support that people possess and build can strongly influence residents‘ 
decisions to become activist even when place attachment is not strong (Wakefield, et al., 2001).  
Wakefield, et al. (2007) attempted to deconstruct the well-known, yet contentious, definition of 
social capital offered by Putnam, et al. (1993).  While the term social capital was first used 
several decades before him, and to date is a widely debated term, Putnam is often credited with 
sparking a resurgence of intellectual interest in the notion of social capital in his book:  ‗Making 
Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy‘ (Putnam, et al. 1993).  Social capital has 
been defined as the networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate co-operation for mutual 
benefit (Putnam et al., 1993; Putnam, 2001).  However, Putnam did not expand on these 
components thereby leaving the term social capital to be ―adopted indiscriminately, adapted 
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uncritically, and applied imprecisely (Woolcock, 1998, p. 196).‖  Social capital has been used to 
describe a host of connections and networks, leaving no consensus as to its exact nature 
(Muntaner, et al. 2000).  
This ambiguity is further complicated by the division of social capital into three strands: 
communitarian, institutional, and critical (Wakefield, et al. 2007).  Putnam‘s notion of social 
capital is rooted in the communitarian strand, in which norms, networks, and trust form the cache 
of social capital within a community (Putnam, et al. 1993).  However, this strand of social capital 
has been criticized in two key ways; the first being that Putnam, et al. do not account for 
institutional influences and structures, nor do the authors address the apparent justification of 
state retrenchment, as promoting communitarian social capital would seem to imply reducing the 
role of the state in peoples‘ everyday lives (Wakefield, et al. 2007). Finally, their definition 
excludes any consideration of the context in which residents exist (Muntaner, et al. 2000).  The 
economic and political context in which a neighborhood, its residents, and institutions reside and 
interact must be assessed in any attempt to gauge the form(s) and amount of social capital held 
within a community (Wakefield, et al. 2007).  In this way, social capital is something that is 
socially produced by forces both within and outside of a particular scale of interest.  Residents do 
not fully choose their ‗identities and solidarities‘ but rather, the social capital accumulated in an 
area is ‗shaped by histories and experiences of domination and resistance‘ (Morris and Braine 
2001).  It is these histories and shared experiences of domination which contribute toward the 
formation of a group identity.  This identity then can feed into a collective response as 
marginalized people actively resist their subordination to dominant groups (id.).   
The second strand of social capital, as identified by Wakefield and Poland (2005) and 
first offered by Evans (1996), is an institutional form of social capital based initially on Putnam‘s 
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communitarian form but further nuanced to include the role of institutional structures (i.e. 
government).  It calls for consideration of how government and non-governmental institutions 
impact the formation of social capital.  In particular, it looks to the notion of a ‗synergy‘ 
developing between community groups (i.e. residents) and government institutions, thereby 
promoting a team-based approach to community development (Wakefield and Poland 2005).  
However, this form of social capital has been criticized as not appropriately addressing the 
potentially negative impacts of such community-state interactions (id).  It may be that an 
historical analysis of past interactions would reveal the reasons for a lack of formalized 
participation in the study areas as being rooted in a response to previous exclusion (Bauder 2002) 
and a realistic appraisal of life chances (Bourdieu 1986).  By this Bourdieu refers to an 
individual‘s sense of hopelessness in regards to any chance that participation would produce 
desired benefits.  In summary, institutionalized social capital emphasizes a community‘s internal 
cohesion, ties and networks, as well as its relationships, both past and present, with the state 
(Szreter, 2000).  
The third strand of social capital identified and discussed by Wakefield and Poland 
(2005) is referred to as critical social capital, and was offered first by Bourdieu (1986).  Bourdieu 
conceptualized social capital in both a positive and negative light, as it not only could provide 
meaningful benefits of social relationships for individuals, but it could also act as a resource that 
can be used by individuals or groups to achieve perhaps self-serving goals rather than society-
wide benefits (Bourdieu 1986).  Although social capital benefits individuals through their 
participation in social groups, such groups are often exclusionary. In this way, social capital is 
influenced by other forms of capital (i.e. economic capital) to actively exclude certain people 
from participating in various groups, thereby reinforcing existing structures of domination and 
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privilege (id).  Thus, Bourdieu emphasizes that social capital is unequally distributed among 
individuals and communities, perpetuating class divisions. Bourdieu‘s critical stance on social 
capital has often been seen as overly negative, as it minimizes consideration of the potentially 
positive impacts social capital may have on communities and activism (Wakefield and Poland 
2005).      
 This investigation seeks to assess the institutional form of social capital offered by Evans 
(1996) as it plays out in the two study areas.  Using this strand of social capital as a guide allows 
the researcher to examine and account for the role of local institutions in discouraging, fostering, 
or altering activism within the two study areas.  Following such an approach, this investigation 
then documents the many ways in which public and quasi-public institutions (i.e. city and state 
government, nonprofit organizations, community development corporations) have interacted 
with private citizens and community groups (Woolcock, 1998).  This perspective is consistent 
with the emphasis in the political ecology literature on the political, economic and historical 
contexts of human-environment relations. In order to conceptualize social capital and its effect 
on residents‘ perceptions and understandings of environmental hazards and their propensity to 
become involved in environmental activism, the social, economic, and political context must be 
taken into account (Wakefield et al. 2007).   
The institutional framework adopted here focuses not only on the roles of governmental 
institutions, but also neighborhood institutions such as churches and schools.  While Wacquant 
(2008) briefly mentions churches, McAdam (1999) seems to attribute much more potential to the 
church as a site of social capital accumulation with the organizational capacity and sense of 
efficacy and social cohesion offered by a church.  The environmental justice movement as a 
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whole is often thought of as having its beginnings from a case which involved a church seeking 
redress for perceived environmental injustice (see United Church of Christ 1987). 
Many case studies of environmental activism such as the ones discussed earlier in this 
chapter describe the role of institutions in shaping activism.  In addition, one recent study 
provided a more systematic analysis of variations in activism and social capital among 
communities.  In looking at environmental health issues and what contributes to a person 
becoming activist, Wakefield, et al. (2007) focused on how context may play a role in producing 
social capital and/or environmental activism.  Through a methodological framework designed to 
test the ‗norms, networks, and trust‘ construct within Putnam‘s oft-cited form of communitarian 
social capital, Wakefield, et al. (2007) examined whether such components influence the 
development of social capital and/or environmental activism and whether these variables vary 
between different study communities within one city.  The research revealed very little 
difference between neighborhoods and their respective levels/makeup of social capital or 
collective environmental action, thereby, in the minds of the authors, casting doubt on the 
contingent nature of social capital across urban space.  This research project differs from 
Wakefield et al. (2007) in that the two study areas are known at the outset to vary in terms of 
collective environmental action, and both areas are neighborhoods, a scale which Wakefield, et 
al. (2007) called for in future research.  Therefore, this research contributes to the literature on 
social capital and environmental activism by not only assessing how social capital varies from 
one neighborhood to the other, but also by analyzing whether differences in social capital 
contributed to observed differences in collective environmental action.   
The impact of place attachment on responses to hazards depends on interactions of place 
attachment, social capital, and characteristics of the environment or context (Wakefield, et al. 
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2006).  Elliot (1999) and Wakefield, et al. (2001) illustrate how place attachment by itself is not 
a sufficient driver of environmental action.  Wakefield and Elliot (2000), in assessing the role of 
risk perceptions and stress associated with a landfill siting process, concluded that place 
attachment did play a role in residents‘ stress but not necessarily in action-taking, as residents 
saw the landfill as a nuisance that impacted their chosen form of ‗country life‘ or ‗small-town 
living‘.  Regarding action-taking, Wacquant (2008) argues that the loss of place attachment, 
social capital, and organizational capacity all serve to stymie any sustainable social movement in 
the hyperghetto.  Wacquant‘s simplistic calculation of low place attachment and social capital as 
leading to low rates of activism is a critical misstep.  Wacquant seems to believe that because the 
physical environment is deteriorated residents must have lost their sense of place.  While 
environmental activism literature has presented variability in the role of place attachment in 
prompting environmental activism, this investigation positions place attachment as one of 
multiple forces critical in the production of locally-based environmental activism.  
 
Race 
 Race has consistently played a role in environmental justice research and activism, with 
African-Americans and Latinos/Latinas enduring the overwhelming majority of exposure to 
environmental hazards (Bullard 1990; Mohai and Bryant 1992; Pulido, et al. 2000).  Yet research 
examining differences in environmental activism by ethnicity and race has produced conflicting 
results (Williams and Florez 2002; Mohai 2003; Stephan 2005).  Williams and Florez (2002) 
attempted to examine a previously underexplored area of environmental justice in assessing how 
Mexican Americans perceive issues of ―risk, inequity, trust, and participation in civic activities‖ 
(Williams and Florez 2002, 303).  The authors examined the unequal burden of environmental 
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hazards for Hispanics and Mexican Americans in Tucson, Arizona, a city with a history of 
environmental racism.  The authors conclude that ethnicity does indeed play a very strong role in 
limiting participation in such activities as environmental justice.  Mexican Americans perceive 
greater inequalities in their communities and perceive a stronger association between 
environmental negatives and health risks than Whites in Tucson, but they are less likely to 
participate (Williams and Florez 2002).  This is in contrast to the results of Stephan (2005) which 
stated that African-Americans and Latinos are as likely to participate in environmental action as 
whites.  In this way, it seems the role of ethnicity in generating environmental action is unclear.    
 Mohai (2003) presents evidence refuting the previously longstanding notion that because 
of other priorities, such as income and daily needs, African American citizens do not have the 
time to care about environmental issues.  Mohai‘s deconstruction of such a notion used data from 
multiple General Social Surveys conducted by the National Opinion Research Center which 
found, in part, that ―51% of African Americans, as opposed to 33% of Caucasians, believed that 
quality of life in the U.S. is seriously threatened by environmental issues‖ (id, 15).  Mohai 
believes that such a difference in responses can be explained via the greater exposure of African 
Americans to environmental hazards.  Additional information indicated that African Americans 
are more likely to become members of groups formed by or within their community, as opposed 
to Whites, who tend to join environmental groups which identify issues at larger geographical 
scales, such as World Wildlife Fund and The Nature Conservancy.    
 The links between race and environmental activism are also historically and 
geographically specific.  In Indianapolis, neoliberal political governance has produced a 
dramatically uneven form of development which has most negatively affected the low-income 
African-American communities (Wilson 2007).  This uneven development is rooted in the goal 
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of local growth machines to isolate and foster particular communities as warehouses of 
contaminants.  These communities are isolated and identified as neighborhoods of both 
‗contaminated bodies‘ (African-Americans) and contaminants (i.e. environmental hazards).   
Municipal authorities offer up various neo-liberal forms of intervention such as Community 
Development Corporations (CDCs), which are tied up in the belief that market mechanisms can 
improve a community (Hulse and Zeigler 1991, 2001). Potential activism within these low-
income African-American communities can be rendered mute by way of co-optation at the hands 
of the city‘s neo-liberal CDCs.  Pierce‘s (2005) study of activism among the African-American 
population of Indianapolis, observed a pattern of a soft, cautious dissent, rather than more 
aggressive forms of activism.  Sensitive to their precarious political status and fearing losing 
ground on the progress made thus far, African-Americans did not embrace a confrontational or 
overly aggressive form of resistance (Pierce 2005).   
 
The Influence of Contaminated Media  
 In addition to place attachment, social capital, and race, the contaminated media (soil vs. 
air) are important influences on responses to environmental injustice.  UPE offers, in part,  a 
useful framework for examining the interactions between humans and the physical environment, 
a framework that helps in understanding the influence of contaminated media on environmental 
activism (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006; Desfor, Keil and Ross 2004; Heynen, et al. 
2007).  Environmental justice as a political project offers the notion that decades of political, 
cultural, and economic forces create many ‗metropolitan natures‘ (Gandy 2002), with the various 
natures distributed across an urban space via the underlying power structure (Veron 2006).  A 
form of nature devoid of noxious land uses but filled with trees and/or clean air is constructed in 
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wealthier, white areas while another form made up of environmental hazards and disinvestment 
takes shape in another part of the city.  What lower-income and minority communities 
experience, then, is a physical environment (soil and air) which  invades the human body via 
contaminant transport and deposition, making its way into the lungs and pores or even minds (via 
perceptions) of residents to affect their health and their response.   
 Contaminated media influence includes both the social and physical environments 
(Franklin 2006).  Franklin (2006) illustrates how gum trees, despite appearing passive can dictate 
not only the human practices and responses but also the very form of the material environment 
produced.  In this way, gum trees and humans both ‗act‘ and in doing so they ‗are constitutive of 
each other‘ (id).  Similarly, Robbins (2007) revealed how lawns and the larger economies and 
ecologies they operate within exert pressure and anxiety upon humans (Robbins 2007).  For 
example, Robbins (2007) illustrated the way that lawns ‗speak‘ to homeowners by way of their 
changes in appearance (turning brown) and this influences homeowners to fertilize and mow 
their lawns in order to maintain an appearance both of their lawn and themselves.    
 In response to the longstanding dominant human-nature binary, urban political ecology 
literature provides examples of attempts by researchers such as Franklin (2006) and Robbins 
(2007) to use the notion offered by Swyngedouw et al. (2002) that environmental and social 
changes co-determine each other, and as such, the binary is dismantled to form an ever-shifting, 
amorphous mass made up of the social, ecological, political, and economic.  These ongoing 
processes create a socio-ecological environment that deeply intertwines humans and the physical 
environment (Heynen, et al. 2007) in producing multiple symbolic and material natures that are 
continuously in flux.  The importance of such a characterization is that it allows us to move past 
the surficial or abstract notion of what we as humans are simply ‗doing to nature‘ and it provides 
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us with a window through which to not only accept, but also take account of the ways in which 
we interact in a two-way relationship with the physical environment (Franklin 2006).  The unjust 
environments that we encounter today in our urban formations provide ample evidence of the 
continuous interactions between humans, the physical environment, and the 
transformation/production of local environments.    
  In a similar fashion as Franklin (2006) and Robbins (2007) have approached trees and 
lawns, one can also consider how soil and air as influences on peoples‘ activities and 
perceptions.  Robbins (2007) spoke of the role of the soil on a lawn and the way in which the 
biological and chemical characteristics of soils combined with the effects of various human 
actions such as earth-moving, chemical application, and planting regimes to cause continuous 
shifts in the soil‘s form which in turn, reshape the form of the various industries, economies, and 
humans acting upon it (Robbins 2007).   
 
Summary and Contributions 
This research adopts an urban political ecology framework in understanding varying 
levels and types of environmental activism in two Indianapolis neighborhoods.  In urban political 
ecology, the current landscape of environmental hazards is excavated to reveal the historical 
political and economic (explicitly the role of social and ecological factors that shape/re-shape the 
uneven urban environment. Urban political ecology brings to environmental justice/activism 
research a needed accounting of the interplay between the human (political, economic, social) 
and the physical environment or ecological (here in reference to contaminated soil and air).  This 
research situates environmental activism in relation to forces at both the macro and micro scales.   
The macro-scale forces include the political, social, and economic forces that have produced the 
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environmental histories and environmentally unjust status of the two study areas.  The micro-
scale forces relate to the individual residents‘ and neighborhood organizations‘ perceptions and 
knowledge of to local environmental hazards and responses to them, how their responses are 
influenced by social capital and place attachment, and how the particular medium (soil vs. air) 
contaminated impacts their perceptions of and responses to those hazards.  
In addition to these macro and micro forces, for the community in which activism is 
stronger (Martindale-Brightwood), this investigation also examines the development of the local 
environmental justice coalition, MBEJC.  This dissertation does not begin with a starting 
presumption that the activism seen in Martindale-Brightwood is ‗real‘ grassroots activism.  
However, I seek a deeper understanding of how and why the MBEJC emerged, and whether it is 
‗bottom-up‘ or ‗top-down.‘  I also examine what role local institutions play in shaping the form 
of action/inaction seen in both Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis.  This analysis is 
framed by the social movements literature, including Piven and Cloward as well as McAdam‘s 
political process model to determine how that coalition formed, its primary actors, the role of 
race and capital, as well as the potential for co-optation by the city/state.  In summary, this 
research draws from all of these literatures in order to more deeply interrogate how 
environmental hazards come to be distributed unevenly in Indianapolis, how residents perceive 
and respond to these hazards, and how perceptions, social capital, place attachment, race, and the 
contaminated medium influence either the production or deterrence of collective environmental 
activism within two communities, and what that activism comes to look like. 
 This research makes a contribution by interrogating via comparative analysis between 
two neighborhoods (one socially activist and the other not) how the potential form or type of 
environmental injustice, including the medium contaminated (soil, air, water, etc.), initiates or 
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encourages environmental activism.  I ask whether the specific type of environmental 
contamination might play a role in prompting (or inhibiting) social action or activism.  Most 
often in environmental health investigations when residents speak of their first ‗encounter‘ with 
pollution, it predominately takes place via their sense of smell or perhaps even a ‗taste‘ in the air, 
i.e. ‗sensory experience‘ (Scammell, et al 2009; Wakefield, et al. 2006; Wakefield and Elliot 
2000).  In this way, this research contributes by demonstrating the importance of considering 
ecology in urban environmental health justice issues.  Perhaps the regularity with which residents 
encounter a foul odor (poor air quality) acts to normalize the injustice, whereas a sudden event 
(soil contamination) triggers immediate health concerns.  The perception of air as a complex 
entity difficult to capture or trace may produce a sense of hopelessness among residents 
regarding the likelihood of political efficacy.  The role of contaminated media (here, air and soil) 
is examined in relation to residents‘ perceptions of health risks as well as social and economic 
factors that may produce activist residents and communities.  In doing so, this research expands 
upon the concern with the influence of the physical environment in urban political ecology while 
enriching the environmental health justice literature.   
 This research also responds to the call in urban political ecology for a greater 
consideration of the role of capital in environmental justice studies through an examination of the 
historical, ecological, economic, political, and social forces that have shaped the discursive and 
material landscapes (i.e. natures) of the two Indianapolis communities.  Here I refer to capital as 
the large-scale global industrial companies operating in West Indianapolis as well as capital in 
the form of city-led ‗revitalization‘ through injection of brownfields grants and loans.  In 
addition, this investigation assesses residents‘ perceptions of these landscapes and how those 
perceptions, combined with place attachment, race, social capital, and contaminated media, and 
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local government produce two markedly different responses from the study areas.  This also 
contributes to the broader environmental justice literature by echoing more recent arguments for 
a greater place for perceptions with regards to questions of environmental injustice, moving 
beyond the often stagnant division between distributive and procedural forms of equity.  Here 
both will be considered as both neighborhoods suffer from the burden of inequitable distribution 
of hazards relative to the rest of Indianapolis.   
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Chapter 3 Data and Methodology 
 
This chapter discusses the data and methods employed in this dissertation.  Both 
quantitative and qualitative methods are used to address the research objectives.  The use of GIS 
as well as surveys and interviews provides a suitable framework for a mixed methodology.  An 
appropriate set of methods were used to address each research objective.  For example, the first 
research objective, to analyze the uneven distribution of environmental hazards in Indianapolis, 
was addressed using quantitative, GIS-based methods. The second research objective, to 
document the environmental histories of each study area, was satisfied by examination of various 
historical texts such as city directories, regulatory records, and historical aerial photography.  In 
contrast, survey methods and in-depth interviewswere used to understand how place attachment, 
social capital, and environmental perceptions influence activism, as specified in the third 
research objective.  In order to address the fourth objective, to explore the role of local social 
institutions, government officials, and industry in producing or discouraging environmental 
activism on the part of residents, in-depth interviews, surveys, researcher observations, and 
government document analysis were utilized.  The following sections discuss the study areas as 
well as the data and methods used to address the research objectives. 
 
Study Areas 
 As discussed earlier, the two areas chosen are the Martindale-Brightwood and West 
Indianapolis neighborhoods in Indianapolis, Marion County, Indiana.  Both neighborhoods share 
a long history of environmental contamination and are the home of multiple hazardous sites.  
Both are low-income areas; however Martindale-Brightwood‘s population is predominately 
black while West Indianapolis is predominately white.  Another difference, which ultimately 
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sparked this research project, is that some Martindale-Brightwood residents have engaged in 
collective environmental activism, especially through the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental 
Justice Collaborative, while residents of West Indianapolis have taken no such collective action.    
  
The Uneven Spatial Distribution of Environmental Hazards in Indianapolis, Indiana 
 In approaching the quantitative analysis of environmental hazards across Indianapolis, 
Indiana, including the two study areas, a preliminary GIS-based assessment was first performed 
to gather a more complete picture of the potential environmental risks in and around the study 
areas.  This entailed mapping the spatial distribution of environmental hazards across the two 
communities and more broadly the city of Indianapolis.  GIS was used not only to visualize the 
distribution of environmental hazards but to statistically analyze the distribution of the hazards 
relative to various socioeconomic characteristics of neighborhood populations.  This provided 
quantitative data describing the presence and forms of hazards in the two study communities in 
comparison to Indianapolis as a whole.        
 
Data on Environmental Hazards 
 
 Since the 1970s when much of U.S. environmental policy was developed and 
institutionalized, the United States Environmental Protection Agency (U.S. EPA) has required 
reporting of information from facilities/sites handling or processing particular hazardous wastes 
or emissions.  These data are compiled in the Toxics Release Inventory (TRI), which contains 
data for each reporting facility on the levels and types of hazardous chemicals released.  
Information on environmental regulatory compliance/non-compliance and the release and 
storage of hazardous materials provides both the public and researchers with a detailed 
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knowledge base for investigating environmental quality and questions of environmental 
injustice.  The Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM) holds such data for 
all of Indiana, including the City of Indianapolis.  The proximity of hazardous wastes and 
emission to particular communities and/or population groups is interpreted by many researchers 
as an indication of environmental risk (i.e. injustice), which may be unevenly distributed among    
population groups.  These data for Indianapolis were downloaded from the U.S. EPA web site 
and also obtained the Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM) ‗Virtual 
Cabinet‘ online file system.     
 Maps showing the locations, types and intensities of environmental hazards in and near 
the two communities were constructed in ArcGIS.  Tables and graphs were constructed to 
compare environmental hazards between the two communities and to analyze changes over time.  
In order to most effectively compare communities of Indianapolis, a limited number/type of 
hazards were selected for assessment.  This included the use of variables which have been 
historically utilized in environmental justice distributional research (Anderton, et al. 1994; Atlas 
2002; Buzzelli, et al. 2003).  The variables proposed for use were the following: Brownfields, 
U.S. EPA Toxics Release Inventory (TRI), Large Quantity Generators (LQGs) of Industrial 
Waste, Treatment, Storage, and Disposal Facilities (TSDF), Superfund sites, and illegal dumping 
complaints submitted to the City of Indianapolis by residents of each study area. 
 There are limitations to using government-created environmental hazards data.  TRI data, 
for example, are self-reported by industry, so releases may go unreported and thereby 
undocumented by government agencies.  Additionally, industrial waste generators are required 
under the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) to report how much hazardous 
waste they produce per month with different reporting requirements based on how much they 
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produce.  Those that dump small quantities may be missed along with illegal dumpers.  A 
limitation of Superfund data is that only a relatively small number of very hazardous sites have 
been elevated to the Federal National Priorities List of Superfund sites to be addressed by the 
U.S. EPA.  Many hazardous sites are not included in Superfund.  One further limitation with 
respect to both Superfund sites and brownfields is that both forms of environmental hazards 
often exist for decades before being formally recognized, investigated and remediated via 
regulatory involvement.   
 
Tracing the Environmental Histories of Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis 
 The social, political, and economic forces that have shaped and altered the political 
economies of the two communities were assessed via a historical analysis of local government 
policies, socioeconomic demographics, and environmental histories since the settlement of the 
two study areas in the mid-late 19
th
 century.  Data regarding past hazardous facilities were 
collected from Sanborn maps, aerial photographs, and regulatory records.  Articles from local 
newspapers were also analyzed to capture both the number and extent of particular 
contamination ‗events‘ and residents‘ reactions to these events.  This work was directed at 
compiling and historicizing the development of the two communities in question.  Archival 
information provided insights as to how and when the two areas underwent periods of growth 
and the various environmental hazards produced as a result of that growth.       
 
The Relative Roles of Place Attachment, Social Capital, Environmental Perceptions, and 
Contaminated Media on Environmental Activism  
 
 This study sought to reveal key factors which play a role in moving citizens to act as part 
of an environmental justice organization.  Questions asked on resident surveys as well as during 
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in-depth interviews reveal what forces work to convince residents to act collectively in response 
to environmental hazards and also forces that discourage environmental activism.  Forces of 
interest include:  social capital, place attachment, political efficacy, residents‘ perceptions of and 
responses to environmental hazards, as well as perceptions of the medium contaminated. 
 
Survey Method 
 The resident survey (see Appendix A) was structured so as to ask questions regarding 
environmental activism and the social and perceptual forces thought to affect it.  Questions were 
asked regarding activism: Have residents attended community meetings or complained to 
officials?  Do they feel their area has more environmental hazards than other areas or 
neighborhoods in Indianapolis?  Survey questions also probed the issues of place attachment and 
social capital, asking residents about neighboring, church attendance, perceptions of the 
neighborhood and interest in moving away from the neighborhood.  These questions were largely 
drawn from previous studies of environmental activism (Wakefield, et al. 2007)  Questions also 
asked about basic demographic characteristics of the respondents including age and gender. 
Questions from the resident surveys and in-depth interviews were also utilized to assess 
how residents perceive various facilities/sites (hazards) in their neighborhood, and how these 
perceptions may be linked to health outcomes via ‗tangible evidence‘ (Scammell, et al. 2009).    
The survey asked residents for their perceptions of environmental hazards, including particular 
facilities/sites, and whether they associate such hazards with actual or potential health risks.  
Questions were also asked in an attempt to reveal the potential influence (if any) of the particular 
form of contamination/emission (soil, air, water) in producing residents‘ perceptions.  While race 
and class have been shown to be less relevant than the spatial context of a neighborhood in how 
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people perceive risks and associated health outcomes (Scammell et al. 2009), this investigation 
addressed the role that race may play in perceptions and activism.  
400 surveys were mailed to randomly selected residents of each study area during the 
spring and summer of 2010.  The response rate was a low 10.5% for each study area.  This 
extremely low rate is due to a combination of factors including lack of any funding with which to 
pay respondents, as well as the challenge of being an ‗outsider‘ in the study areas.  Additionally, 
the high vacancy status of residential properties in Martindale-Brightwood in particular (23%) as 
well as a 12% vacancy rate in West Indianapolis led to 25% of all mailed surveys coming back 
as ‗return to sender‘.  In addition to mailed surveys, additional surveys were distributed via door-
to-door.  This presented significant challenges to this research project as residents were often not 
home or more often than not, simply did not answer the door or chose not to participate.  
Additionally, many of the homes were fenced in and either locked or guarded by dogs making it 
impossible to approach the front door.  In the end, I obtained 41 completed surveys from 
Martindale-Brightwood residents and 42 from West Indianapolis residents.  While there were 
many physical and social barriers which limited a greater response rate there is the potential 
implication that many residents in the study areas simply were not interested in environmental 
issues in their respective community.  The implication then could be that despite having some 
residents participate in environmental activism via formal methods that the Martindale-
Brightwood area could not be broadly labeled as a wholly environmental activist community.  
Although the sample sizes are quite low, they are adequate for basic descriptive and inferential 
statistical analysis. 
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Interviews with Residents 
 In-depth interviews were conducted as well with residents of each community.  
Interviewees were selected based on their willingness to participate when asked via door-to-door 
canvassing of each study area.  In the Martindale-Brightwood area, in-depth interviews (total of 
10) were conducted with residents as well as members who were currently serving on the 
Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative (MBEJC).  The goal was to assess 
in greater detail why and how such residents became involved in the MBEJC to determine what 
role the various aforementioned factors (sense of place, health concerns, perceptions, and the 
form of contamination) may play in producing these activist-subjects.   
 Additionally, in-depth interviews were conducted with community members (total of 
eight) in West Indianapolis, where there is no cohesive environmental activist organization.  
Interviewees in West Indianapolis were selected based on their participation and answers in the 
survey as well as a result of their position within particular local institutions (Community 
Development Corporation, City of Indianapolis).  All interviews were tape-recorded.  Data 
gathered from the surveys and in-depth interviews were transcribed and coded for statistical 
analysis.   
 
Government, Industry, Local Social Institutions and Environmental Activism: 
Local social institutions and the activities of governmental agencies are important in 
shaping differences in environmental activism.  This research project sought to reveal how 
various institutions operating within each of the two study areas worked to influence the 
production or discouragement of environmental activism among residents.  Residents were asked 
specifically on the resident survey how they would rate the government response to the 
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environmental hazards in the study areas.  The bulk of this aspect of the research was done via 
researcher observation of community-based meetings, corporate-hosted meetings, in-depth 
review of historical government planning documents.  Non-resident interviewees and 
government officials were selected for interviews based on their position in various social 
institutions, government agencies, or non-profit organizations involved in either study area.  
Government officials interviewed included the City of Indianapolis Brownfields Coordinator, as 
well as the Executive Director of each study area‘s community development corporation (CDC).  
Volunteers with the non-profit organization Improving Kids‘ Environment (IKE) were 
interviewed as well as the current Director of IKE.  Volunteer staff including the president, 
former president, and environmental consultant for the community-based group the Martindale-
Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative were also interviewed. 
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Chapter 4      Railroads, Race, and Water:  The Development of Two Indianapolis 
Neighborhoods 
 
In this chapter the history of Indianapolis is examined to reveal how intimately connected 
the political, social, economic, and environmental realms have been over the course of 
Indianapolis‘ development.  These different forces are considered in order to construct the notion 
that many different natures or socio-natures have been and continue to be produced across and 
within the city of Indianapolis.  These socio-natures are constructed via the aforementioned 
forces interacting through issues of race, class, economic development, and quality of life to 
produce a patchwork of highly differentiated landscapes or socio-natures of people and 
environmental hazards.  This chapter discusses the history of Indianapolis, emphasizing how 
these different spaces or socio-natures came to be produced.  The urban political ecology 
framework guides understanding of such historically produced spaces including the ways in 
which the environment influences development decisions, divisions in terms of race and/or 
income, and the distribution of dollars.   
 
Early Development of Indianapolis 
Indianapolis has experienced several periods of population and economic growth since its 
establishment in 1820 (Figure 4.1).  The population of Indianapolis tripled during the years 
following the Civil War with the migration of African-American residents from the south as well 
as an influx of many Irish and German immigrants (Hulse and Zeigler 1991). 
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Figure 4.1.  Plat of the first ‗mile square‘ layout of Indianapolis in 1820 (Indiana Historical 
Society) 
 
 
In 1891, the city created a new municipal charter which included a widening of the city 
boundaries.  It was at this time that the city of Indianapolis expanded to encompass areas beyond 
the city center, including the study areas and former suburbs of West Indianapolis and 
Brightwood, in addition to other areas such as North Indianapolis, Haughville, Mt. Jackson, and 
Irvington. Hulse (1991) describes the expansion of Indianapolis stating ―as the native-born 
middle class moved to these new neighborhoods to the north and  east, neighborhoods in the old 
city displayed an increasing degree of residential segregation‖ (Hulse and Zeigler 1991, 23).  
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This form of escape contributed toward the increasing segregation of older neighborhoods in 
Indianapolis by race, ethnicity and class.  The increased development of land in Center Township 
resulted in a population growth rate of 27% during the 1920s (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  As more 
development led to more people, the increasing population density in the oldest area of 
Indianapolis led to increasing pollution (industrial and noise) and crowding.  In turn, residential 
areas of downtown were soon converted into commercial and industrial facilities.  This alteration 
of the downtown area led to wealthier residents relocating to the edges of the city, thereby 
beginning the suburbanization of Indianapolis (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  To accommodate the 
relocation of residents to the outlying areas, railroads and street car lines became popular (Hulse 
and Zeigler 1991).  However, the increase in railway traffic was not always a welcome sight as it 
brought pollution and increased numbers of people to residential areas.     
 
Railroads 
Railroads and street car lines played a significant role in the development of Indianapolis 
from its early days in the 1870s on through the early part of the 20
th
 Century.  Streetcar lines 
increasingly travelled outward from the city‘s center to foster greater suburban development.  In 
the early 1870s the south side of Indianapolis experienced significant growth in residential 
development.  This newly expanding area was located south of the existing railroad tracks and 
was often ‗cut off‘ from downtown by the heavy rail traffic.  This inconvenience to south-side 
residents would continue as 1874 welcomed the proposal which involved consolidating all of the 
existing railroads serving Indianapolis at the time to form a ‗belt extending on three sides of the 
city‘(Hulse and Zeigler 1991, 24).  The new railway increased the amount of industrial traffic 
47 
 
which helped the development of such industrial suburbs as North Indianapolis, West 
Indianapolis, Haughville, and Brightwood.   
This development illustrates the longstanding position of both West Indianapolis and 
Brightwood as industrial hubs within the larger Indianapolis area.  While the industrial 
development increased employment and financial prosperity for the city as a whole, it also 
brought pollution, including smoke, noise, and traffic associated with the railroads (POLIS 
2000).  Trains passed through three of the four sides of the city, thereby spreading this form of 
pollution throughout the area.  The railroads were routed only on the east, west, and south sides 
of Indianapolis.   The north side of Indianapolis was the only area of the city that did not contain 
railways, an attractive amenity for the wealthier population.  The north side of Indianapolis soon 
gained a reputation as an area offering park-like settings for residents free of the pollution found 
in the rest of the city.  Streetcar companies moved quickly to provide service to the north side, 
and they even actively promoted increased residential development in the far north side of the 
city.  Fitting the  image of a wealthier area, both financially and in terms of environmental 
amenities, the north side of Indianapolis was even codified as a ‗high grade‘ area for residential 
development within the Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance of 1922 (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  In 
addition to the lack of railroads and their associated pollution, many wealthier residents on the 
north side of Indianapolis were attracted to the area by several recreational parks developed, in 
part, at the urging of streetcar companies themselves (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  Since early in its 
development the north side of Indianapolis has been seen as ‗refuge for the wealthy‘; a place 
where wealthy residents still can rid themselves of the pollution and traffic of the city.   
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Water 
Since the year 1820 when Indianapolis was first established on top of a wet, low-lying 
floodplain, Indianapolis residents have had constant issues with water in the area.  As with other 
cities in the U.S., including such magnificent examples as New York City (Gandy 2002), New 
Orleans (Colten 2005), and Chicago (Cronon 1991), Indianapolis leaders have historically 
engaged in modifications to water bodies and other ‗natural‘ features in order to promote 
economic development (Germano 2009 2009, Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  In 1914, the city of 
Indianapolis diverted a creek by the name of Pogue‘s Run, just southeast of downtown, in order 
to gain more ‗dry‘ land for future development (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  There have been 
similar examples of Indianapolis city government making changes to water features to serve the 
needs of the public, government agencies, and business leaders of Indianapolis.   
The growing population placed pressure on the city administration which ultimately led 
to the development of areas thought to be unsuitable for development, thereby leading to some 
catastrophic results (Germano 2009).  West Indianapolis, one of the two study areas for this 
research, lies along the White River.  After development of various residential, commercial, and 
industrial uses in West Indianapolis on land that regularly flooded, the area was eventually 
inundated by extensive flooding in 1913 (ibid).  As Germano (2009) writes ―the flood hit West 
Indianapolis the hardest (86)…and that in some places the water was 10 to 15 feet deep 
(89)…(ultimately costing) the lives of scores of people and rendered many thousands homeless 
(91)‖ (Germano 2009, 86, 89, 91).  As a result of this event a long dike was built along the banks 
of the White River thereby stemming the flooding of West Indianapolis and also opening up land 
immediately east of the White River for business and residential development.   
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Natural Gas 
Much as the railroad and waterways influenced (both positively and negatively) the 
growth of Indianapolis, the discovery in 1886 of natural gas east of Indianapolis offered a new 
form of development to the city.  Within two years of its discovery, a pipeline was constructed 
thereby connecting Indianapolis to the larger gas pipelines of the region and country (Hulse and 
Zeigler 1991).  Once again industry was the catalyst for development of Indianapolis as the 
natural gas economy contributed toward both the economic and physical expansion of the city 
through the turn of the century. 
With the continued growth of industrial and residential development in the city, residents 
of Indianapolis watched as industrial and commercial sites edged closer and closer to residential 
areas (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  In response to these concerns, the Comprehensive Zoning 
Ordinance of 1922 was enacted which provided the city with a mechanism by which it could 
control any further development of the city (POLIS 2000).  It was at this time that the fate of 
communities such as West Indianapolis and Martindale-Brightwood as industrial areas would be 
sealed as the zoning ordinance simply recognized and codified the socio-economic 
characteristics of neighborhoods (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  The industrial heritage and future of 
several urban communities of Indianapolis soon led to further population shifts as more people 
left the city center and relocated to newly forming suburban areas.  While the county‘s 
population actually grew for several decades, the negative growth rate in the city center reduced 
the overall population growth of the city significantly.  During the 1950s the center of 
Indianapolis lost approximately 1% of its population, a trend that would continue to climb for the 
following 40 years (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  In fact, between 1961and 1970, Center Township 
lost approximately 18% of its population (id).  Further, those residents remaining in the center of 
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Indianapolis were more likely to be poor and African-American as ‗white flight‘ toward the 
suburbs took hold.  In 1974, the departure of white middle and upper class residents from 
downtown Indianapolis and even Marion County was exacerbated by a judicial decision 
regarding forced busing to encourage a more equal racial balance in local schools (id).  As a 
result of these and other forces, the population of Center Township during the 1970s declined by 
approximately 24% (id).  
Adding to the social, economic, and environmental damages suffered by the lower-
income communities of Indianapolis, including the two study areas of Martindale-Brightwood 
and West Indianapolis, there developed a need for easier access to downtown from the newly 
created and quickly growing suburbs of Indianapolis.  This resulted in the development of an 
‗inner loop‘ of Interstates 70 and 65 in 1976.  The development of this interstate roadway cut 
directly through both of the study areas thereby displacing numerous residents, erecting a 
partition within the community, and creating an environmental hazard comprised of noise, air, 
and soil pollution along its pathway.  Unfortunately this interstate system continues to move 
vehicles across the city of Indianapolis and through both study areas, thereby earning its position 
as a significant contributor of pollution to the two study areas.    
 
Historical Development of Martindale-Brightwood: 
Martindale-Brightwood (Figure 4.2) comprises an area on the near northeast side of 
Indianapolis bounded by 30
th
 Street (north), Massachusetts Avenue and16th Street (south), 
Sherman Drive (east), and the Norfolk Southern Railroad tracks (now a ‗rails to trails‘ 
recreational walkway called The Monon Trail along the west side).  Once two separate 
communities, Martindale settled in 1874 and Brightwood settled in 1872, they were eventually 
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merged and annexed to the City of Indianapolis in 1897 as Martindale-Brightwood.  
Brightwoodwas an early suburb known to be an attractive location for employment, 
predominantly within the railroad industry.  The area established itself as the railroad center of 
Indianapolis.  While Brightwood housed a large number of railroad workers and railroads, 
Martindale quickly established itself as an area of manufacturing and machine shops serving the 
nearby railroad industry (POLIS 2000).   
Near the end of the 19
th
 century, Martindale was a neighborhood consisting 
predominantly of African-American residents as well as foreign-born residents (POLIS 2000).  
However, Brightwood was a community which housed a substantial portion of white residents 
who often acquired sought after jobs with the various railroad and auto industry shops located in 
both Martindale and Brightwood.  African-American residents primarily lived in the area of 
Martindale surrounding what was long considered the industrial center of the neighborhood -- 
Martindale Avenue, later renamed Dr. Andrew J. Brown Avenue in honor of the local civil rights 
leader.   Some of the industries located in this area included the Monon Railroad yards as well as 
the National Motor Vehicle Company.  Operating locally were the ‗Big Four‘ railroads, a very 
significant source of the economic vitality of Martindale-Brightwood.  Unfortunately, the 
community suffered the loss of the railroad industry in 1908 when it relocated to the Indianapolis 
suburb of Beech Grove.  Besides losing most of its railroad industry Martindale-Brightwood 
continued to lose the associated jobs in linked industries.   Loss of these jobs led to population 
change, as many whites relocated to Beech Grove with the railroads after WWII.  These changes 
in Martindale-Brightwood were bound up with changes in Indianapolis as a whole during the 
post-war era, as whites generally left the inner neighborhoods of Indianapolis to live in more 
distant suburbs.  This produced a large amount of housing in areas like Martindale-Brightwood, 
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housing that was ultimately acquired and filled by low-income African-American residents 
(Hulse and Zeigler 1991). 
 
Figure 4.2.The distribution of median household income in Indianapolis, Indiana. 
 
Churches and other community organizations have long been considered important sites 
of optimism and identity within Martindale-Brightwood (Pierce 2005; Thornbrough 2001).  The 
prevalence of churches in Martindale-Brightwood is clear as soon as one enters the 
neighborhood.  Churches have always served as sites of community gatherings and discussions 
(McAdam 1999).  In addition, churches have offered additional aid to residents over the years 
including medical services, counseling, and civil rights support.  The Martindale-Brightwood 
community has often worked with or benefitted from such local churches as St. Rita‘s Catholic 
Church, Scott United Methodist Church, St. Paul AME Church, Hillside Christian Church, and 
many others. St. Rita‘s in particular was a leading organization in terms of promoting social and 
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educational activities for the African-American community in Indianapolis.  As with many other 
churches, St. Rita‘s enjoyed the influence and charisma of a socially activist leader.  St. Rita‘s 
had Father Bernard Strange who began his career at St. Rita‘s in 1935 and would go on to not 
only provide a wealth of social opportunities to the Martindale-Brightwood community but also 
fight for desegregation of Catholic schools and civil rights in Indianapolis (Hulse and Zeigler 
1991).   
Before the era of community development corporations there was the Brightwood 
Community Center, which was founded in 1935 (POLIS 2000).  The community center assisted 
residents by offering various educational, social, and recreational opportunities.  In particular, 
various church-affiliated organizations and the community center worked diligently to address 
the growing poverty of Martindale-Brightwood residents.  As early as the 1940s community 
organizations were promoting neighborhood beautification projects (POLIS 2000).   
There has been a significant African-American population in Indianapolis since the city‘s 
founding in 1820 (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  The blatantly racist state constitution article of 1851 
made it illegal for an African-American to settle in Indiana (Brady 1996).  Between 1860 and 
1870 the African-American population of Indianapolis grew approximately 500 percent, 
eventually comprising 10 percent of the entire city‘s population (id).  This population remained 
steady for decades until the industrial development of the 1890s and early 1900s contributed 
toward the tremendous boost in the African-American population of the city.  The heavy 
industrial foundation of the city combined with a pre-existing population of blacks, all 
contributed towards the northern migration to Indianapolis (Brady 1996). 
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Figure 4.3.View of Martindale Avenue in Brightwood in 1940s (P0130, 63:2, Indiana 
Historical Society). 
 
Martindale-Brightwood was one of the three early African-American communities to 
which black residents were essentially relegated.  It is for this reason that any discussion of the 
history of Martindale-Brightwood becomes one of race, in particular the history of African-
Americans in Indianapolis.  In 1910, blacks constituted approximately nine percent of the city‘s 
total population.  In just one year the black population rose to 11 percent, enough of an increase 
to place great strain on the limited housing and job opportunities available to blacks in 
Indianapolis.  However, despite large numbers of African-Americans, numbers comparable to 
those in more liberal northern cities of the day, the African-American population was 
significantly isolated both socially and economically.  Black populations were forced to develop 
and provide their own institutions in terms of social services, assistance, and economic markets.  
Early on, Martindale contained a large African-American population(Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  
Brightwood, located just east of Martindale,was comprised for many years of a predominately 
white population, primarily first-generation European immigrants (id).   
55 
 
It wasn‘t until the 1920s however when overtly racist practices re-emerged in 
Indianapolis (Thornbrough 2001).  In particular, the large population of blacks coming to 
Indianapolis after World War I increased tensions between blacks and whites.  As a result, 
various segregation policies were implemented, including the segregation of high schools, which 
had been integrated up until 1928 (Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  A driving force behind these 
various segregationist policies was the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) (Figure 4.4), a group which was a 
strong influence in Indianapolis politics during the 1920s (Thornbrough 2001).  By 1930, the 
black population comprised 12 percent of the city‘s total population, a portion deemed by many 
whites as being too large to easily confine in a few particular neighborhoods (Pierce 2005).  The 
Marion County Colored Orphans‘ Home was listed as being in Martindale-Brightwood in the 
1930s, a stark reminder of the segregation of races which shaped the discursive and material 
spaces of Indianapolis.  This blatant racism continued on through the Jim Crow segregationist 
policies of the 1960s (Thornbrough 2001).  
 
Figure 4.4. Example of the prevalence of the KKK in Indiana ca. 1920s (Brdsd, Indiana 
Historical Society). 
 
Martindale-Brightwood residents struggled against various social ills including racism, 
unemployment, housing decay, health issues, red-lining, lack of social services, and industrial 
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development (Figure 4.5).  1967 is cited as a particularly memorable year as it was then that 
Martindale-Brightwood was declared a ‗poverty target area‘ by the federal government (Hulse 
and Zeigler 1991).  Unfortunately, attempts to alleviate the host of ills affecting the 
neighborhood did not bring the desired results.   
The following excerpt from The POLIS Center‘s History of Martindale-Brightwood 
describes the process of disinvestment and deterioration in the community:  
By the mid-1970s the street had lost a doctor’s office, accounting and bookkeeping 
services, a cafe, insurance company, Salvation Army store, pool hall, a pet store, and 
Cohen Bros. Department Store which had first opened its doors in 1897.  By the mid-
1980s the last remaining bank, a branch of Merchants, had announced plans to leave the 
community (POLIS 2000, 2). 
 
 
Figure 4.5.  Document from Indianapolis Neighborhood Commission Plan (1952, 
Indiana Historical Society). 
 
 
Through the 1980s to today Martindale-Brightwood residents continued to deal with 
unemployment, crime, housing needs, and industrial pollution.  The Martindale-
Brightwoodcommunity continues to battle the same historical negatives today including 
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environmental hazards.  The presence of particularly polluting industrial operations in the 
neighborhood has left both a symbolic and material scar on its residents.  The African-American 
community has responded in its own unique way to a host of social, environmental, and 
economic ills throughout the history of Indianapolis.  The following section describes the unique 
form which this response (or activism) has taken. 
 
African-Americans and Activism in Indianapolis 
The African-American population of Indianapolis has very rarely chosen to practice more 
disruptive and chaos-inducing forms of activism (Pierce 2005).  One exception is the riot which 
took place in June 1969 in an area of Indianapolis historically occupied by African-Americans 
known as Lockefield Gardens (id.), which now currently houses substantial commercial 
properties and higher-end apartments for students attending nearby Indiana University – Purdue 
University at Indianapolis (IUPUI).  According to the Indianapolis Recorder, a long-running 
newspaper covering the African-American community of Indianapolis, the riot lasted a few 
hours (Indianapolis Recorder, ‗Quiet Returns to Indiana Avenue‘ June 6, 1969).  While many 
issues were cited in the cause of the riot, the development of the interstate as well as increasing 
poverty and violence were primary sparks of anger and frustration in the community (id).  Such 
rioting and aggressive protest is rare among the African-American community in Indianapolis. 
Blacks in Indianapolis have a history of formal organization and attempts to voice 
opinions via legalistic means (Pierce 2005).  Pierce explains how black residents of Indianapolis 
often sought working relationships with whites based on the belief that befriending whites would 
lead to meaningful change (id).  In addition, black residents recognized that a potentially more 
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effective means of change would be to partner with an interracial organization that includes 
whites, thus increasing the potential for political influence.  However, the dilemma with this  
 
 
Figure 4.6.City of Indianapolis document regarding Martindale-Brightwood (Indiana 
Historical Society). 
 
arrangement, as laid out by Pierce (2005), was that whites had a mistaken belief referred to by 
Pierce (2005) as a ‗progressive mystique‘ that race relations in Indianapolis were quite positive.  
However, as Pierce (2005) argues, this was a false belief that only made it more difficult for 
blacks to convince whites to join them or speak in unison with the black community.  In 
actuality, race relations in Indianapolis reflect a long history of racial discrimination and 
inequality.  Therefore, this ‗partnership‘ of sorts did not work as well as hoped by some in the 
black community of Indianapolis.   There was a belief among the majority of blacks in 
Indianapolis that if one were to act respectfully and courteously then strides would be made and 
justice would be attained (Pierce 2005).  The frustration by some members of the black 
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community lay in the fact that ―African Americans never effectively marshaled their numeric 
strength into successful political agitation‖ (Pierce 2005, 56).   
During the 1950s and early 1960s Indianapolis experienced a significant amount of 
formalized activism (‗Reviving the Spirit‘ WFYI 2009).  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. visited the 
Martindale-Brightwood neighborhood twice for speaking engagements in support of local civil 
rights efforts.  The formalized and legalistic form of protest characteristic of Dr. King‘s 
landmark civil rights efforts continues today as residents established and later formalized the  
 
Figure 4.7.Dr. Andrew J. Brown with others at civil rights meeting (1959, P0303, 
127:39, Indiana Historical Society). 
 
 
Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative (MBEJC).  The initial creation of 
the group in 2006, led by a minister at a local church, was borne of anger, fear, and mistrust 
which played out in the form of more confrontational practices in dealing with local, state, and 
federal environmental regulatory officials (for a more comprehensive history of the MBEJC see 
Chapter 7).  Despite drawing considerable attention to the neighborhood‘s soil-lead 
contamination, in terms of media coverage and government attention, MBEJC had little input in 
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the remediation process:  The extent of remediation for the soil-lead contamination was 
ultimately established via negotiations between the U.S. EPA and the responsible party, National 
Lead Company (now NL Industries).  After remediation, the MBEJC continued its efforts in a 
formalized, legalistic fashion, drawing in officials from the Marion County Health Department 
and the City of Indianapolis Brownfields Department.  This interaction has produced five years 
of ‗courteous and friendly‘ interactions between the parties.  In addition, the MBEJC has been 
awarded funding from city and federal sources, thereby deepening the links between state and 
residents.  These processes are discussed in more depth in Chapter 7. 
Martindale-Brightwood has long been a ‗warehouse‘ for various manufacturing and 
industrial processes in Indianapolis and the associated environmental hazards.  Historical city 
directories (Polk Co.) spanning from 1940 to 1990 were reviewed in order to trace the 
longstanding abundance of environmental hazards in each of the two study neighborhoods.  In 
this review, sites were selected as an environmental hazard based on their name and associated 
type of operations which was often listed next to the name in city directories.  In 1940, 
Martindale-Brightwood housed approximately 81 different facilities or sites which can 
reasonably be classified as environmental hazards.  Various operations included, but were not 
limited to, rubber manufacturers, foundries, coal companies, fueling stations, dry cleaners, and 
plating operations.     
By 1950, given the boom of the post-WWII economy, approximately 139 environmental 
hazards were listed in the directory as being located in Martindale-Brightwood.  The increase in 
such sites consisted of such operations as tool and die makers, more polishing and plating 
facilities, as well as a large number of trucking companies.  The number of such environmental 
hazards rose sharply, peaking at 147 in 1960.  In the decades following 1960, the number of 
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hazards consistently declined (119 in 1970; 113 in 1980) until it reached its most recent number 
of 100  in 1990, the last year for which a City Directory was produced.  The presence of so many 
hazardous facilities in a relatively small community has left a legacy of environmental 
contamination that persists to today, as discussed in Chapter 5. 
 
West Indianapolis 
West Indianapolis was incorporated as a town in 1882 and in only eight years quickly 
grew to become the largest suburb of Indianapolis (POLIS 2000).  West Indianapolis in the mid-
19
th
 century was a rural town developing its agricultural/livestock economy.  Very early in its 
development West Indianapolis became somewhat of an agricultural center of Indianapolis with 
large stockyards.  People were drawn to the near-west side community because of its close 
proximity to downtown Indianapolis (just east of the White River) as well as its promise of jobs, 
primarily in agricultural stockyards, railroads, and early industrial operations.  The development 
of rail lines through West Indianapolis contributed significantly to its industrial development, 
including the ‗belt line‘ created to cross the west, south, and east sides of Indianapolis (Hulse and 
Zeigler 1991).     
The historical development of West Indianapolis was as closely tied to the railroads as 
that of Martindale-Brightwood.  Railways serviced the large stockyards throughout West 
Indianapolis and helped structure a working-class, economically productive suburb attractive to 
many residents (id).  It was the economic productivity of West Indianapolis, and its 
concentration of industries and employment, which prompted the City of Indianapolis to annex 
the suburb (along with Brightwood, Haughville, Mt. Jackson, and Eastside Terrace) in 1897 
(Hulse and Zeigler 1991).  The City of Indianapolis saw a ‗gain of $36,000 in annual revenue 
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from annexation of the new territories‘ (POLIS 2000).  Because of the largely agricultural 
character of the area, combined with the introduction of major railways, West Indianapolis soon 
became an attractive site for new industries, spurring tremendous industrial growth.  In part, the 
large parcels of land formerly dedicated to agriculture or livestock were well suited to 
development of large industrial sites.  The economic growth of West Indianapolis due to its 
stockyards, railroads, and industrial sites came with an environmental and health cost to the 
residents of the area.  West Indianapolis was the site of large dumps comprised of industrial, 
animal, and human waste, which would make its way into the streets, noses, and stomachs of 
West Indianapolis residents (POLIS 2000).  
The many years of unregulated and uncontrolled disposal of such harsh wastes led to the 
accumulation of serious threats to both human health and the environment.  However, for many 
years wastes (including animal and human waste) were simply deposited on land within the 
corporate limits of West Indianapolis (Germano 2009).  It wasn‘t until 1883 when West 
Indianapolis officials recognized the nuisance that had been created by years of uncontrolled 
dumping on property within West Indianapolis (POLIS 2000).  Partially in response to the 
association of West Indianapolis with a ‗smelly dump,‘ the Board of Trustees of West 
Indianapolis made it illegal ‗to slaughter cattle, sheep, hogs, or other animals within the 
corporate limits of the town, except on the banks or margin of White River‘(Germano 2009).  
Adding to the accumulating environmental and health risks was the fact that West Indianapolis 
housed a dump used to store the waste produced by the entire city, a population of approximately 
100,000 people.  
 In response to the ever-growing waste problem, the City of Indianapolis hired a 
renowned engineer to resolve its waste disposal issues.  However, the newly engineered and 
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constructed system simply led the waste to the White River for ultimate disposal (id).  As was 
typical of the era, waterways were often seen by residents and city officials as appropriate and 
effective waste disposal and transport mechanisms (Colten 2002; Cronon 1991).  However, the 
White River eventually became so polluted that residents would not use the river for drinking or 
even cooking or laundry (Germano 2009).  The environmental health outcomes included an 
increase in typhoid fever cases in the area (id).   The river was rumored to produce an odor that 
could be sensed as far as 40 miles downstream, which contributed toward farmers not even 
planting crops along the river within that distance (id).    
A significant difference in the development of West Indianapolis as compared to 
Martindale-Brightwood was the role of water in shaping and reshaping the West Indianapolis 
landscape.  Sitting on the low-lying banks of the White River, West Indianapolis was constantly 
vulnerable to flooding.  The addition of large amounts of waste to the river, as well as rapid 
development along the river contributing large amounts of silt, ultimately produced a river very 
prone to flooding.  Some minor flood events occurred during the late part of the 19
th
 century.  
One challenge facing the city at the time was the proximity of the City Cemetery to the White 
River.  Regular flooding would pick up and wash away bodies and tombstones (Germano 2009).  
In response, the City of Indianapolis condemned the cemetery and forced family members of 
those buried at the site to have their loved ones moved to a new cemetery on the north side of 
Indianapolis (id).  The City then turned the former cemetery into a park even while bodies were 
still buried at the site (id).   
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Figure 4.8.  View of Morris Street during the 1913 flood (P0391, Box 15, Neg#07, 
Indiana Historical Society). 
 
 
The most devastating event for West Indianapolis was the flood of 1913 (Figures 4.8) that buried 
the area under 10 to 15 feet of water (Germano 2009).  The flood is still considered the worst 
flood event in the history of Indianapolis as it rendered thousands of people homeless (Germano 
2009).  There was an increased risk of disease associated with the severe flooding as residents 
had to remove layers of mud (likely containing various waste products) from their homes (Figure 
4.9).  Just as the community of West Indianapolis had earned a reputation as dirty, smelly, and 
wet, so the residents acquired an image as ‗filthy‘ people.  In response to the 1913 flood the City 
of Indianapolis eventually constructed higher banks along the White River to prevent such severe 
flooding in the future.  However, the characterization of West Indianapolis as a flood-prone, 
dirty area would remain for decades to come.  As time went on, the flooding issues were more 
securely addressed.  However, the continued industrial growth of the area provided, if not 
necessarily a new hazard, certainly a more extensive and potentially hazardous environment.  
Stockyards and residential areas gave way to large global industrial corporations and the 
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associated influence on both the government and economy of Indianapolis, and the local 
environment in West Indianapolis (Germano 2009). 
 
Figure 4.9.  West Indianapolis after 1913 flood (P0391, Box 15, Neg#2, Indiana 
Historical Society). 
 
West Indianapolis in 1940 was a combination of industrial and agricultural sites existing 
alongside pockets of residential areas.  A review of the City Directory for 1940 through 1990 
reveals an industrial history replete with various environmental hazards, predominantly 
consisting of foundries, fertilizer/chemical manufacturers, and junkyards.  In 1940 there were 
only 25 such sites or hazards located within West Indianapolis.  While the number of sites was 
significantly lower than in Martindale-Brightwood as of 1940, the sizes of the sites in West 
Indianapolis were consistently larger according to a review of Sanborn maps.  
WWII changed everything.  With its open land, rail lines and Kentucky Avenue 
serving as a major truck route, the southwest side quickly became the city’s 
industrial hub as businesses scrambled to help feed the war machine(Indianapolis 
Star Feb. 2004, A8). 
 
In a fashion similar to that in Martindale-Brightwood, 1950 saw a dramatically larger number of 
hazards in West Indianapolis, reaching approximately 116 such sites.  A portion of West 
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Indianapolis and its predominant industrial character can be seen in Figure 4.10.  Foundries and 
trucking companies dominated as well as gas stations and chemical manufacturers.  In addition, 
waste transfer and storage companies were prevalent.   
 
Figure 4.10.Map illustrating the layout of West Indianapolis (City of Indianapolis 
Redevelopment Commission Plan 1952, Indiana Historical Society). 
 
 
A unique feature of West Indianapolis leading up to the 1950s was the presence of 
agricultural industries such as numerous large stockyards, rendering plants, and agricultural 
chemical manufacturing.  1959 saw the appearance of Reilly Tar and Chemical, a chemical 
manufacturer that would eventually become classified as a Superfund site decades later.  140 
different hazards were listed in West Indianapolis as of 1959, including many junkyards, 
trucking companies, and foundries.  Approximately 99 hazards were listed as facilities in the 
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1970 City Directory for West Indianapolis.  Agricultural industries continued to operate in the 
area, including over 30 livestock yards, a rendering plant, cattle exchanges, and fertilizer plants.  
Alongside these reminders of West Indianapolis‘ earliest origins stood its heavily industrialized 
sites such as foundries, plating shops, metals-related operations, and gas stations.  1980 saw 131 
different sites that could be classified as hazards based on the types of operations.  Along with 
the growth of companies like Ulrich Chemical, Reilly Tar and Chemical, Chrysler Foundry, 
Allison Engines, and CAMOR Oil Company, many trucking companies and numerous livestock-
related sites still occupied sites in West Indianapolis.  As opposed to Martindale-Brightwood, 
which experienced a large decline in the number of hazardous industries in the 1970s and 80s, 
West Indianapolis still had approximately 129 such sites listed in 1990.   
The review of city directories shows a trend in which one community (Martindale-
Brightwood) lost a significant number of hazards while another (West Indianapolis) maintained a 
high number of hazards through several decades.  Martindale-Brightwood‘s hazard landscape 
changed from 139 sites in 1950 to 100 sites in 1990, whereas, West Indianapolis experienced an 
increase from 116 in 1950 to 129 in 1990.  This explains, in part, why Martindale-Brightwood 
currently houses the largest number of brownfields in Indianapolis since they often stand as 
memorials to a time of greater economic fortunes and more lax environmental standards.  In 
addition, the presence of brownfields points toward the broader disinvestment and 
deindustrialization that Martindale-Brightwood and its predominantly African-American 
population experienced throughout much of the 20
th
 century and beyond. 
One additional difference between the study areas is their geographic structure.  This 
concerns the form which each neighborhood has taken in terms of the spatialization of 
environmental hazards and residents in each area.  West Indianapolis houses a number of large 
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industrial sites which have contributed to the formation of a variegated neighborhood.  Small 
pockets of residential areas are separated from others by these industrial sites, thereby producing 
spatially isolated residents.  This spatial isolation may play a role in the lack of any collective 
activism.  In contrast, Martindale-Brightwood houses the majority of its environmental hazards 
in the western extent of the neighborhood.   
In the next chapter, the more recent concentration patterns of these various industrial sites 
and environmental hazards are assessed. 
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Chapter 5 Socio-Environments of Indianapolis, West Indianapolis, and 
Martindale-Brightwood 
 
This chapter examines the spatial distribution of environmental hazards in Indianapolis as 
a whole and then in the two study areas.  Two broad questions motivate the research discussed in 
this chapter:  Are environmental hazards unevenly located on the basis of race and class, as 
suggested in the environmental justice literature?  What kinds of environmental hazards do 
residents of West Indianapolis and Martindale-Brightwood face in their communities?  The 
environmental hazards selected as part of this research are those which are often the focus of 
environmental justice literature.  These include: brownfields, Superfund sites, toxics release 
inventory sites (TRIs), and industrial waste generators.     
I first discuss the predominant environmental issues throughout the City of Indianapolis 
as whole.  The first issue discussed is that of brownfields which are abandoned, unused, or 
underused sites which have yet to be redeveloped due to actual or potential environmental 
contamination on the site.  Secondly, there are superfund sites, which house more severe 
environmental hazards.  Cleanup of these sites is paid in part by the federal government due to 
absent or financially bankrupt responsible parties.  Thirdly, toxics release inventory sites are 
discussed as they provide details regarding reported releases of contaminants on or off various 
industrial sites.  The final form of environmental hazard discussed is industrial waste generators 
which are facilities that are required to report how much industrial waste they generate per 
month.   
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Environmental Hazards in Indianapolis 
Within each discussion of the four forms of environmental hazards across Indianapolis I 
first produce maps visualizing the particular hazards in relation to various socioeconomic and 
racial characteristics across Indianapolis.  I then assess and discuss associations between 
socioeconomic status and racial characteristics of the population (by block group) and the 
presence or absence of the environmental hazards.  This chapter then includes a discussion of 
specific environmental hazards endured by residents of both Martindale-Brightwood and West 
Indianapolis.   
 
Figure 5.1.Distribution of select environmental hazards and median household income (2000). 
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Brownfields 
Brownfields are properties which are abandoned, unused, or underused and have yet to be 
redeveloped due to potential or existing environmental issues.  The State of Indiana defines a 
brownfield as: 
a parcel of real estate that is abandoned or inactive or may not be operated at its 
appropriate use and on which expansion or redevelopment is complicated 
because of the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, a 
contaminant, petroleum, or a petroleum product that poses a risk to human health 
or the environment (IFA Brownfields Program). 
 
Since the late 1990s, brownfield sites have drawn tremendous attention from local, state, and 
federal levels of government because of the potential benefits of redevelopment – to provide 
jobs, reduce blight, address existing environmental hazards, and return sites to the tax rolls.  
Indianapolis is a typical Midwest ‗rust belt‘ city, and its industrial history has revealed hundreds 
of brownfield sites (Brownfields Coordinator).   
In one sense, the abandoned or unused nature of a brownfield site means it will not be 
subject to any standard schedule of regulatory oversight and monitoring.  In fact, the primary 
way such a site will become known to regulatory parties is if a potential buyer of the site applies 
for assistance from city, state, or federal brownfields programs. An additional way for such a site 
to be ‗discovered‘ is if the city decides to conduct an inventory of brownfields.  Of course, even 
in that case, the environmental issues or hazards associated with the site will only be addressed if 
a buyer or redeveloper is found.  In 2009 the City of Indianapolis conducted an inventory 
(funded entirely via U.S. EPA and HUD CDBG grant) of sites either suspected or known to be 
brownfields.  Sites which were suspected of potentially becoming a brownfield in the near future 
were classified by the City of Indianapolis as ‗sites of concern‘ (IDMD Brownfields 
Presentation, 2009).  The City of Indianapolis‘ Department of Metropolitan Development 
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Brownfields Division is among a short list of cities across the U.S. which have inventoried sites 
believed to be brownfields and published them for public consumption.  An extensive amount of 
data gathering was performed in order to produce a comprehensive inventory.  The result was 
that 584 sites were identified as brownfields by the City with an additional 1,098 sites classified 
as ‗sites of concern‘. 
A GIS map of brownfields in Indianapolis (Figure 5.1) shows that the sites are 
overwhelmingly located in lower-income areas (block groups).  Based on data from the 2000 
Census, the median household income in block groups containing at least one brownfield is 
$28,725 as compared to $41,471 in those without brownfields.     
To analyze environmental injustice -- the associations between brownfields and socio-
economic population characteristics – a logistic regression analysis was performed at the block 
group level.  The dependent variable is presence or absence of brownfields in the block group, 
and the independent variables represent median household income, % African-American 
population, percent female-headed households, housing vacancies (%) and percent of housing 
units renter occupied.  The logistic regression analysis for brownfields revealed a strong and 
statistically significant relationship between brownfields and every socioeconomic factor, 
including percent African-American population (Table 5.1).  For each socio-economic variable, 
the results indicate that brownfields are more prevalent in areas with higher levels of 
disadvantage.  This result is indicative of the relationship between brownfields and communities 
which have historically endured disinvestment.  Moreover, brownfields are the only 
environmental hazard in this research project which is strongly and significantly associated with 
race (% African-American).  TRI sites and industrial waste sites held no significant association 
with race.  A brownfield site stands asone of many symptoms of industrial decline.  Given the 
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longstanding trend of disinvestment within predominantly African-American communities such 
as Martindale-Brightwood the discovery of a relationship between brownfields and African-
American population is not necessarily surprising.  However, such findings indicate a particular 
form of environmental hazard (brownfields) that presents a challenge to such communities. 
 
Table 5.1.Logistic binary regression results for brownfields. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The results listed in Table 5.1 reveal the strong relationships brownfields hold with not only race 
but also with median household income (Figure 5.2), vacant housing, and renters, as well as to a 
slightly lesser extent with female-headed households.  Brownfields therefore are significantly 
associated with a host of social inequities.    What this means is that disadvantaged populations 
Sociodemographic Characteristics Brownfields 
B Sig. 
Median Household  Income (log) -1.939 .000* 
African-American (%) .948 .005* 
Female Headed Household (%) 3.910 .008* 
Vacant Households (%) 3.434 .000* 
Renter Occupied (%) 2.067 .000* 
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Figure 5.2.Location of brownfields and the distribution of median household income. 
 
in Indianapolis are left to endure a type of environmental hazard which has been allowed to 
linger and exist in their midst for decades.  Because environmental ‗cleanup‘ of these sites only 
occurs after the damaged property is purchased or targeted for redevelopment, cleanup is wholly 
dependent upon the whims of capital.  If no investment interest is generated for a brownfield site, 
then that site will remain a hazard indefinitely.  In this way, race and class are inculcated within 
any discussion of environmental injustice in Indianapolis, Indiana.   
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Figure 5.3.Brownfields (IDEM) and percent white population as of 2010. 
 
 
Superfund Sites 
Superfund refers to a fund created by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
for remediating extraordinarily hazardous sites (http://www.epa.gov/superfund).  The fund was 
created after many hazardous sites were discovered but were linked to either untraceable or 
financially bankrupt responsible parties.  This fund then serves as a bank of sorts for the EPA to 
draw from in order to remediate sites and litigate any responsible parties.  There were three U.S. 
EPA Superfund (current and/or former) sites within the city of Indianapolis as of the end of 
calendar year 2010 (IDEM Virtual Cabinet).  In 2000 there were six Superfund sites so three 
have been removed from the National Priorities List (NPL) due to remediation activities.  One of 
those sites, Reilly Tar and Chemical is located within West Indianapolis.  However, two other 
former superfund sites are located just outside of the West Indianapolis area; Carter Lee Lumber 
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(which was used for many years as a dumping ground by industrial waste haulers) just to the 
north and Southside Landfill just across the southern edge of West Indianapolis.  The Carter Lee 
Lumber site was remediated and removed from the U.S. EPA‘s National Priorities List in 1996.   
According to the U.S. EPA, the Southside Landfill site was contaminated with extensive forms 
of heavy metals.  After entering the Superfund Program and undergoing remediation activities, 
the site was ultimately removed from the National Priorities List in 1997.   
 A logistic regression analysis was not performed for Superfund sites as there are only 
three sites in the city of Indianapolis, thereby renderingthe sample size too small for statistical 
analysis.    A comparison of average income levels for block groups that house Superfund sites 
versus those that do not shows little income disparity: the average median household income of 
block groups containing at least one Superfund site is $36,640 compared to $39,580 in 
blockgroups without a Superfund site.     
 
Toxics Release Inventory  
Toxics release inventory (TRI) sites are locations or facilities that release particular 
contaminant(s) to the soil, air, or water (ground or surface).  Data about these releases are 
maintained by the EPA for monitoring, regulation and enforcement purposes.  Releases are self-
reported by the responsible party which can certainly be seen as a weak aspect of the regulatory 
policy (Maantay 2002).  Parties are responsible for reporting releases over 50 lbs. of any 
combination of 650 different chemicals.  U.S. EPA receives and stores this data in a database for 
each calendar year, thereby providing a useful warehouse of data well-suited to investigations of 
environmental injustice.  The data on TRI sites used in this research project were acquired from 
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the U.S. EPA for the year 2009.    Over the course of 20 years (1989-2009) the total number of 
TRI sites in Indianapolis decreased from 103 to 77 (U.S. EPA 2010).  However, the total  
 
Figure 5.4.TRI sites (as of 2009) and percent white population. 
 
 
amount of materials released (both on and off-site) actually increased from 9,138,045 lbs. to 
10,922,519 lbs.  In particular, two sites located outside of the two study areas, contributed over 
78% of the total emissions both on and off-site within MarionCounty.  In 1989 28% of the 
releases were recorded as travelling off-site compared to79% going off-site in 2009.  Thus, not 
only have emissions increased, but also more are circulating in the environment beyond the 
emitting facility.  This indicates that while the total number of hazardous sites declined, 
suggesting a positive environmental trend, the increase in total emissions defeats any thought of 
environmental improvement.   
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Table 5.2.TRI sites (2009) and race in Indianapolis, Indiana (U.S. Census). 
 
Race Population of Race in Block Groups 
Containing Environmental Hazards 
Total Population of 
Race in Indianapolis 
% 
Latino 2,583 69.488 4 
White 52,282 564,817 9 
Black 12,842 231,628 5.5 
 
 
Although TRI sites are unevenly distributed across Indianapolis (Figure 5.4), statistical analyses 
show that the distribution is based predominately on income levels (Figure 5.5) rather than race.  
Racial characteristics (as of 2009 see Table 5.2) of block group populations have little 
association with TRI location.  Lower income block groups are more likely to contain a TRI site 
than higher income block groups.  In 1989, block groups containing at least one TRI site had a 
median household income 82% that of block groups without a TRI site.  This disparity 
continued, rising only to 86% by 2009.The importance of income is also highlighted in the 
logistic regression results (Table 5.3). 
Table 5.3.  Logistic binary regression results for toxics release inventory sites. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Median household income (log) is significantly and inversely associated with the presence of a 
TRI site, indicating that the chance of housing a TRI site decreases as block group income 
increases.  No other independent variables possessed statistically significant associations with 
Sociodemographic Characteristics Toxic Release Inventory 
B Sig. 
Median Household  Income (log) -1.107 .039* 
African-American (%) -.460 .333 
Female Headed Household (%) -.001 .826 
Vacant Households (%) .659 .443 
Renter Occupied (%) -.008 .989 
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TRI location. This illustrates the strong income-based disparity in Indianapolis of the presence of 
TRI facilities. 
 
Figure 5.5.  TRI sites (2009) and median household income.   
 
Industrial Waste Generators 
The Indiana Department of Environmental Management maintains data regarding all 
facilities within the state of Indiana that generate industrial waste above particular quantities.  
Here I focus on large quantity generators of industrial waste (LQG), those that generate over 
1,000kg per month (U.S. EPA RCRA). A map of industrial waste generators (not shown) shows 
a concentration of facilities in the inner core of the city.   In terms of race, there were no clear 
disproportionate impacts as approximately eight percent of the Latino, black, and white 
populations of Indianapolis reside within block groups containing at least one LQG facility.   As 
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with other environmental hazards explored in this chapter, income is related to the presence of 
industrial waste generators.  The median household income in block groups containing at least 
one LQG facility was $35,191 compared to $39,951 in block groups not containing a facility 
(U.S. Census 2000).   
Table 5.4.  Logistic regression results for industrial waste generators. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Logistic regression analysis (Table 5.4) revealed a significant negative relationship  
(b = -1.008; p=.009) between industrial waste generators and median household income.  As 
income decreases in a block group, the likelihood of finding an industrial waste generator in that 
block group increases.    In addition, a statistically significant positive relationship was 
discovered between industrial waste generator sites and vacant households (p=.040) as well as 
renter-occupied homes (p=.000).  As the number of vacant households and/or renter-occupied 
homes increases in Indianapolis, so too does the presence of industrial waste generator sites. 
 Median household income is the strongest predictor for all of the environmental hazards 
included in this analysis.  As explained in the Superfund section the superfund sites were not 
included in the logistic regression analysis due to the small number of sites in Marion County.  
Brownfields, Toxics Release Inventory sites, and industrial waste generator sites are all 
significantly and positively associated with median household income.  However, race is 
Sociodemographic Characteristics Industrial Waste Generators 
B Sig. 
Median Household  Income (log) -1.008 .009* 
African-American (%) -.105 .663 
Female Headed Household (%) .385 .735 
Vacant Households (%) 1.313 .040* 
Renter Occupied (%) 1.188 .000* 
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significantly associated with only brownfields.  These results illustrate the strong links between 
socially and economically disadvantaged residents and the presence of these particular 
environmental hazards.  This provides evidence that in Indianapolis low-income areas serve as 
‗warehouses of contaminants‘ (Wilson 2007). 
 
Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Status 
This section analyzes the environmental hazards that are currently present in Martindale-
Brightwood and the forces that have shaped their emergence and impacts.  As discussed in 
Chapter 4, Martindale-Brightwood residents have long endured a socially, politically, 
economically, and environmentally depleted landscape.  A host of environmental ills challenge 
the daily lives and experiences of residents.  Martindale-Brightwood has housed many industrial 
sites since the late part of the 19
th
 century when the area was a dominant hub of railroads and 
associated industries.  In this section, I focus on the environmental hazards which contaminate 
and consume the material and symbolic socio-environmental landscapes of Martindale-
Brightwood.  Following many years of blatant and subtle racist practices on the part of the City 
of Indianapolis and its more powerful residents, decades of disinvestment and sociopolitical 
exclusion have produced an environmental ‗hazardscape‘.  Many environmental hazards have 
been discovered decades after the hazard-generating companies ceased operations.  While 
Martindale-Brightwood houses a significant number of currently operating hazardous facilities, 
the majority of its hazards lie in the soil of its abandoned sites and residential yards, and in the 
lungs and bodies of its residents.  In contrast to West Indianapolis, Martindale-Brightwood does 
not currently house a Superfund site, yet the neighborhood contains numerous TRI facilities, 
brownfields and LQGs. 
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Disadvantage exists not simply in the presence of environmental hazards, but also in the 
political and economic processes that underpin such hazards.  Long-term disinvestment both 
economic, with the retreat and relocation of various industrial operations, and social, in the 
strategic retreat of social services has dramatically shaped the landscape of Martindale-
Brightwood.  Thus, MB‘s current environmental hazardscape has its roots in the historical period 
in which many of the environmental hazards were currently operating, which was pre-1970s.   
Before the 1970s environmental legislation was extremely limited in its scope and effect.  
This then created an industrial era which produced extremely elevated levels of pollutants 
without repercussion.  Government oversight of such emissions and/or releases was very limited.  
MB‘s landscape also reflects a longstanding racial politics of exclusion and isolation.  Race may 
have played a role in the government‘s lack of response to environmental issues in the 
neighborhood as well as whether African-American residents in Indianapolis were comfortable 
enough to voice any discontent with the environmental conditions. The history of interactions 
between hazards and African-Americans in Martindale-Brightwood is a critical aspect in 
evaluating the development of environmental activism.  Disinvestment is a term which suits both 
the socio-economic conditions of Martindale-Brightwood as well as its environmental 
conditions. 
 
Brownfields in Martindale-Brightwood 
Martindale-Brightwood houses more brownfields than any other community in the city 
(Brownfields Coordinator).  As of 2010, Martindale-Brightwood contained approximately 60 
brownfields.  The City of Indianapolis considers there to be an additional 84 sites of concern that 
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may be classified as brownfields in the near future (City of Indianapolis Brownfields 
Redevelopment Coordinator).   
The disinvestment which has occurred over the last 50 years in the Martindale-
Brightwood area created a landscape which appeared to be devoid of environmental regulation, 
one in which any contamination present before the 2004 discovery of the widespread lead 
contamination was unknown, at least to government agencies if not residents.  The only option 
for remediating such sites is to wait for capital to return to the neighborhood with the intent of 
redeveloping a particular site in the hopes of generating additional capital.  This is how 
brownfields are redeveloped: they lay contaminated and wait for an interested party to acquire 
the site, and comply with brownfields legislation in order to receive the financial benefits of 
compliance.  Only then are the environmental hazards associated with a site truly known to any 
extent.  In this way, areas with long environmentally damaging histories become these perceived 
spaces of environmental and financial risk. 
In the case of MB, the long period of disinvestment experienced by the community and 
its various sites has generated an area that is ripe for redevelopment, thereby providing the 
impetus for the discovery of potential environmental hazards.    As discussed in the following 
section, some hazards, such as the widespread lead contamination in Martindale-Brightwood, 
may never have been discovered if not for a property transaction.  Had that particular church not 
been interested in expanding its site, then the initial phase I environmental site assessment would 
not have been performed, thereby leaving extensive lead contamination unknown.  Brownfields 
are an economic development tool first and foremost.  Environmental issues, if any, are 
addressed in order to alleviate liability concerns of prospective developers.  Given the 
inequitable number of brownfields in Martindale-Brightwood as compared to the rest of 
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Indianapolis, and the significant association between race and brownfields, communities such as 
Martindale-Brightwood are at the whim of government and/or developers in terms of discovering 
and remediating brownfields environmental contamination.   
In Indianapolis the City‘s Department of Metropolitan Development, which houses the 
Brownfields Division, took the initiative to inventory actual and potential brownfields 
throughout the city.  Most governments do not conduct such inventories due to concern with 
such data being publically available and thereby damaging a city‘s image.  Others, like 
Indianapolis, recognize the economic benefits which could accrue to city governments via 
brownfields redevelopment.  It is in this way that communities such as Martindale-Brightwood 
experience injustice both in terms of the initial inequitable distribution of pollution sources 
(particularly brownfields) and the redevelopment-dependent process of discovering the 
inequitable contamination produced decades ago. 
 
Lead Contamination in Martindale-Brightwood 
‘We can't even have a garden to grow things because of lead’ (MB resident survey 2010) 
In 2004 a standard phase I environmental site assessment conducted as part of a property 
transaction revealed a potential for environmental contamination to be present due to historical 
operations of several industries.  This initial assessment led the Scott United Methodist Church 
in Martindale-Brightwood down a path of additional assessments and eventual discovery 
(conducted by IDEM and U.S. EPA) of extensive elevated lead contamination of over 250 
residential properties in Martindale-Brightwood.  This contamination was eventually traced by 
U.S. EPA as originating from a former lead smelter known as American Lead/National Lead 
Industries (and now operating in other parts of the U.S. as NL Industries, Inc.  
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The site itself, National Lead Industries, was first developed in the 1870s as a metals 
shop and continued as such for decades.  This heavy industrial use during a time of lax corporate 
responsibility and virtually non-existent environmental regulation contributed towards the 
contamination of hundreds of residential properties in the area with excessive levels of lead.  
This widespread lead contamination from the former National Lead site (Figure 5.6) along with 
the abundance of old homes in the Martindale-Brightwood area (approximately 42% of homes in 
Martindale-Brightwood were constructed before 1938 and approximately 90% were constructed 
prior to 1979) (U.S. Census 2000), combine to form a particularly lead-focused environmental 
hazard.  Lead-based paint, banned in 1977 in the U.S., is believed to be the most common form 
of lead exposure in the U.S., and it may also be present in the many older homes in MB (U.S. 
EPA). 
During spring of 2005 the U.S. EPA conducted lead cleanup activities in Martindale-
Brightwood.  The EPA removed soil from residential properties which contained lead at levels at 
or above 400 parts per million (ppm).  Residents were contacted by both the EPA and the 
responsible party, National Lead (NL) Industries (formerly American Lead) in order to secure 
access to residents‘ yards (EPA Press Release 2005).  Approximately 250 residential properties 
were remediated during the sampling and cleanup effort.  The remediation involved the removal 
and proper disposal of contaminated soil to a depth of 12 inches or 24 inches if in a garden.      
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Figure 5.6.  Former National Lead Company site (Author 2010). 
 
Lead has long been considered an environmental health hazard; however, only since the 
1960s have scientists and regulators emphasized how damaging elevated levels of lead in blood 
(blood-lead level or BLL) can be, especially for elderly and very young populations (Marion 
County Health Department).  Awareness of the damage caused by lead as well as the 
contamination event itself, motivated the Marion County Health Department (MCHD) to collect 
thousands of blood samples from residents of  Indianapolis and the Martindale-Brightwood area 
from 2000 – 2009.  Their findings showed that elevated BLL levels were 2 to 4 times higher in 
children living within Martindale-Brightwood as compared to those living in the rest of the city 
(MCHD presentation to MBEJC 2010).  This was based on defining a BLL of10 μg/dl 
(micrograms per deciliter) or more as elevated. 
The former National Lead site very well may have lain dormant in terms of resident and 
government awareness had it not been for the actions of one church and its minister.  Scott 
United Methodist Church, located at 22
nd
 Street and Andrew J. Brown Avenue was the 
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organization that would spark the discovery of the widespread lead contamination.  In 2004, 
Reverend Wilkins of Scott United Methodist Church, sought approval to finance the 
redevelopment of a site adjoining the church‘s existing site, with the intent to convert it into a 
parking lot and annex for the church (Rev. Wilkins interview).  As part of the process Rev. 
Wilkins hired an environmental consultant to perform a standard phase I environmental site 
assessment.  The ensuing environmental assessment process revealed a potential (based on 
historical operations in the area) for environmental issues on or near the church property 
ultimately leading to the referral of the site information to the Indiana Department of 
Environmental Management (IDEM) which conducted sampling of surface soil at hundreds of 
properties in the area.  This sampling revealed excessive levels of lead in surface soil above U.S. 
EPA residential action levels. Eventually IDEM requested EPA‘s assistance due to an impasse in 
negotiations between IDEM and National Lead, Industries.  The U.S. EPA Region V agreed to 
handle negotiations with the responsible party regarding confirmation sampling and eventual 
remediation.  These negotiations between the U.S. EPA and the responsible party led to an 
agreed boundary for sampling confirmation and remediation comprised of 23
rd
 Street to the 
north, Arsenal Avenue to the west, and Tallman Avenue to the southeast (Figure 5.7).   
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Figure 5.7.U.S. EPA map of the negotiated area of sampling/remediation around  
the Former American Lead site (U.S. EPA Fact Sheet, April 2005). 
 
In contrast, IDEM earlier proposed an area for sampling and remediation that extended to 25
th
 
street to the north, further west to Dr. Andrew J. Brown Avenue, and an additional area to the 
east which included Hillside Avenue, Lawrence Street, and Bloyd Avenue (IDEM Site Files).  
Soil sampling at 221 residential properties occurred between May 2005 and August 2006, and 
remediation activities were completed by August 2007.   
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Without the initial interest in acquiring and reusing a small piece of property adjacent to 
the church, the high levels of lead contamination spread across the neighborhood would never 
have been discovered.  However, residents were aware of hazardous events in the past that may 
have contributed to the dispersion of lead contamination.  In speaking with residents about local 
environmental issues, two residents remarked on the explosion that occurred at the former 
National Lead site back in 1971, which has been identified by the U.S. EPA as the most likely 
source of contaminant distribution (U.S. EPA Press Release 2005).  In addition, residents of MB 
also remarked at several MBEJC meetings about an explosion at an oil company‘s facility in the 
north central portion of MB.  This oil company had a fuel field with multiple buried tanks which 
ultimately leaked into the water supply and soil.  As the founder of the MBEJC remarked: the 
government ―had been monitoring the place but I had no idea what these things sticking out of 
the ground were but eventually the government found lead levels at Douglas (large recreational 
park in MB) that were 10,000 ppm‖ (residential action level is 400ppm).  He went on to explain 
that this information was not provided to residents voluntarily by IDEM or EPA but rather he 
―got this information from the health department after asking about it.‖    
One resident recalled the explosion in 1971 at the National Lead Plant, which now is 
responsible, in part, for the wide distribution of lead contamination in surface soils throughout 
this portion of Martindale-Brightwood.  In addition to the lead emitted by industrial sources one 
resident interviewed recalled how ―there was a man in the neighborhood who was buying this 
lead (retrieved by local kids from the American Lead site) from kids and they‘d go sell the lead 
to this man for 25 cents.‖  This occurred long before the final explosion (1971) at the American 
Lead (or National Lead) site. 
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Air Pollution in Martindale-Brightwood 
The pollution found in Martindale-Brightwood and experienced by its residents is not 
confined to soil alone.  Air pollution is frequently discussed by residents of Martindale-
Brightwood at meetings of the Environmental Justice Collaborative, and it emerged as an 
important concern in interviews and surveys conducted for this research.  The Indiana 
Department of Environmental Management monitors air quality across Indianapolis using a total 
of 13 monitoring stations, one of which is located along the northeast boundary of Martindale 
Brightwood.  Air quality data is available from the Martindale-Brightwood monitoring station, 
including data on ground-level ozone, black carbon particulate matter, sulfate PM2.5 (particulate 
matter), and temperature.  The data is averaged hourly and has been collected since 1998 (IDEM 
2010).  The daily and monthly ozone readings at the Martindale-Brightwood monitoring station 
are consistent with readings from other locations across Indianapolis (IDEM).  Also, particulate 
matter pollution in Martindale-Brightwood is characterized by IDEM as ‗good-to-moderate‘ 
(IDEM).  However, benzene has been found in Martindale-Brightwood at levels as much as 11 
times the U.S. EPA‘s cancer benchmark (IDEM).   Also, for particulates, air pollution monitors 
on the north edge of the neighborhood have registered exceedances of the current PM2.5 
standard.  In addition, carbon tetrachloride is present at concentrations 5.4 times the benchmark, 
and p-dichlorobenzene at 3.4 times (IWM Report – Air Quality, 2010).  
Martindale-Brightwood contains 18 regulated facilities that emit air pollutants.  In 
addition, there are non-regulated facilities such as 15 garages/body shops and two dry cleaning 
facilities which all release air pollutants but are not required by the state to be permitted.  The 
following compliance information was prepared by IWM, Inc. the environmental consultant 
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hired to conduct an environmental assessment for the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental 
Justice Collaborative  
Eleven of the 18 registered facilities have listed non-compliance or a Notice of 
Violation (NOV) history. Thomas & Skinner, Taylor Tire Treading Co., Antique 
Chrome Shop, Metal Finishing Co., Inc. and Indiana Veneers have each received 
a failure to submit annual notifications.  Williamson Polishing and Plating, IVC 
Industrial Coatings, Major Tool & Machine, Inc. (see Figure 5.8 below), 
Commercial Finishing, Interstate Castings and R&S Plating, Inc. have received 
record keeping/inspection violations or compliance testing violations. In addition, 
IVC Industrial Coatings has received violations for improper use of equipment 
and for not conducting appropriate leak detection and repair inspections. R&S 
Plating, Inc. has also received violations for not operating/maintaining chrome 
electroplating tanks and improper ventilation systems. According to the 
Indianapolis Office of Enforcement, there have been 84 reported air pollution 
complaints within the Martindale-Brightwood area. The air pollution complaints 
include the following categories: industrial related, open burning, smoke/air 
pollution and dust (IWM Report-Air Quality 2010, p. 1-7). 
 
 
Figure 5.8. Major Tool & Machine, Inc., reuse of former Ertel Mfg. site (Author, 2010). 
 
The U.S. EPA posts information on the largest emitters of hazardous air pollutants within Marion 
County, Indianapolis, Indiana (U.S. EPA Region V Superfund).  Within Martindale-Brightwood 
there are four of the top 63 emitters for Marion County (Table 5.5).  
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Table 5.5. Leading emitters in Martindale-Brightwood in 2009 (U.S. EPA). 
 
The suite of environmental hazards data discussed in this section provides an image of a 
neighborhood and its residents enduring diverse forms of environmental hazards (brownfields, 
residential soil contamination, industrial facilities, and air pollution) which differ not only in the 
medium they contaminate or how they‘re produced, but also in their quantity and extent across 
the neighborhood.      
 
West Indianapolis Environmental Status 
As discussed in Chapter 4 West Indianapolis has long been associated with heavy 
industry, environmental hazards, and working class residents.  The anchors of the 
neighborhood‘s heavy industry include: Reilly Tar and Chemical Co., now operating as 
Vertellus, which produces agricultural chemicals, General Motors, Rolls-Royce, multiple truck 
depots, a landfill, and the former Chrysler Foundry site (Figure 5.9).  The foundry site first 
opened in 1896 as ―American Foundry Company‖ and comprised 52 acres along the northern 
edge of West Indianapolis.  Between 1910 and 1920 the foundry produced engine blocks and 
heads for such large companies as Apperson, Chalmers, Marmon, Maxwell, Caterpillar tractors, 
and Stutz autos and fire trucks.  In 1925, Maxwell reorganized as Chrysler Corporation and used 
American Foundry as its engine block supplier.  Later in 1946 Chrysler Corporation purchased 
American Foundry and a new plant eventually opened in 1950 and later expanded (1964) to 
become Central Indiana‘s largest foundry.  After operating for just under 110 years at the same 
Site Name Address Emissions 
(in lbs.) 
Zimmer Custom-Made Packaging 1450 E. 20
th
 Street 1,642 
Brulin Corporation 2920 Dr. Andrew J. Brown Avenue 260 
Major Tool & Machine Inc. 1458 E. 19
th
 Street 187 
Williamson Polishing & Plating Co., Inc. 2080 Dr. Andrew J. Brown Avenue 1 
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site, the foundry was closed by Daimler-Chrysler in 2005.  In addition, there have been several 
metals operations, stockyards, dumps, and chemical facilities within West Indianapolis during 
the course of the last century.  The West Indianapolis landscape is dominated by such heavy 
industrial operations.  These large industrial sites act as physical barriers between pockets of 
residential properties, which seem to produce a ‗community‘ made up of smaller neighborhoods 
within West Indianapolis (West Indianapolis Development Corporation).  
 
Figure 5.9.View of houses in between old Chrysler Foundry (background) and the former Reilly 
Chemical site (foreground) (Indianapolis Star, Feb 2004, A20). 
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In a landscape dominated by industrial operations, residents encounter environmental 
hazards emitted from sites owned and operated by some of the largest corporations in the country 
and the world.  General Motors operated a site in the northeast portion of West Indianapolis for 
decades before closing its doors during the last decade.  In addition, Chrysler Corporation, 
Allison Engine, Rolls-Royce, Vertellus Chemical Company (formerly Reilly Tar and Chemical 
Co.), City of Indianapolis Wastewater Treatment Plant and Incinerator, Omnisource Corporation 
(metal crusher/recycler) and Eli Lilly (among many other ‗smaller‘ sites) call West Indianapolis 
home.  In fact, in 2005 50% of the land use in West Indianapolis was classified as ‗industrial‘ 
(Indianapolis Star).  Beyond these fixed hazards, West Indianapolis is bisected (as was 
Martindale-Brightwood) by Interstate 70.  This stretch of interstate has long been considered one 
of the most heavily used transportation arteries in Indiana (IDEM Air Toxics Report 1999).  The 
suite of environmental hazards that emerges from this landscape includes air pollution, soil 
pollution, surface/ground water pollution, and noise pollution. One WI respondent indicated that 
―it gets loud at dark‖ as many industrial facilities emit contaminants at night in order to avoid the 
eyes of residents and government agencies alike.      
 
Air Pollution in West Indianapolis 
―We just have so much industry around here…it’s just a forgotten neighborhood.‖                              
(West Indianapolis Resident – Indianapolis Star Feb. 2004) 
 
Environmental hazards in West Indianapolis have historically been those emitted from 
the smokestacks on the landscape that send particulate matter, volatile compounds, and metals on 
an airborne journey into the local environment where they are deposited in the noses, lungs, eyes, 
and lawns of West Indianapolis residents.  As one resident stated on the survey conducted for 
this research project: ―the air here is very dirty and contaminated‖.  West Indianapolis has a 
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history of evacuation events associated with releases of toxic chemicals from the many industrial 
facilities in the area.  One resident noted on the survey that she/he recalled ―being told to 
evacuate the area on numerous occasions because of a spill or something‖.   The most recent 
event was a ‗lockdown‘ that took place in October 2010 in which residents near Vertellus 
Company‘s agricultural chemical manufacturing site were told by the Fire Department to remain 
indoors in their houses (Indianapolis Star 10/2010).  A West Indianapolis respondent noted on 
the survey how s/he has been ―evacuated on several occasions because of a leak or accident‖.  
When asked how s/he becomes aware of environmental issues in the neighborhood, one resident 
stated that ―the alarm from Reilly (now Vertellus) tells us, or the Fire Department comes down 
the street with a loud speaker‖.  These are the ways in which residents of West Indianapolis 
become aware of environmental issues in their neighborhood.  Pollution intervenes in their daily 
lives and garners attention by entering residents‘ eyes, noses, lungs, and minds. 
 Residents attempt to engage in everyday activities, but their lives are continually shaped 
by environmental contamination.  As one resident commented:  ―I want to go out a lot of times 
just to walk or ride my bicycle, but the smell of ammonia in the air makes me return home and 
shut our windows‖  Residents are often intimately aware of environmental hazards via their 
personal or ‗local knowledge‘.  One WI respondent stated that  
―local factories are also now dumping behind me in a old chemical dump site that 
was to closed for years; if you call them they say what smell are you talking 
about; this stuff is all around us here‖ 
 
Poor air quality has been a constant fact of life for residents of West Indianapolis for decades.  
The U.S. EPA conducted National Air Toxics Assessments in 1999 and 2002 in the southwest 
portion of Indianapolis (which was comprised predominantly of West Indianapolis) at the urging 
of state and county environmental officials.  The analysis focused on 32 of the 188 hazardous air 
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pollutants listed on the 1990 Clean Air Act amendments.  The EPA released its report in 2002 
(based on 1996 data) and it indicated that residents in the southwest portion of Indianapolis face 
exposures ―ranging from 240 to 459 in a million from major industries‘ emissions of 32 toxins‖ 
(EPA 2002 Air Toxics Study cited by Indianapolis Star, Feb. 2004, A19).  In particular, residents 
in West Indianapolis ―faced one of the highest risks in the nation‖ (ibid, A19).  In addition, the 
EPA study did not account for air pollution associated with the heavy traffic along Interstate 70 
or that produced by smaller industrial operations in the area.  The EPA analysis did not even 
account for exposure to diesel exhaust, nor did it have the resources to include analysis of heavy 
metals The report stated that if such sources are included in the analysis then the risks to 
residents in the area increase to a range between 327 and 563 in a million (ibid).   Critics of the 
EPA report logically cited the use of older data (from 1996) noting that between 1996 and 2002 
the industrial landscape of West Indianapolis had improved.  Cleanup efforts occurred at, for 
example, the Daimler-Chrysler Foundry (see Figure 5.10 which began site improvements and 
emissions reductions upgrades in 1996.  In 2003 Daimler-Chrysler announced the foundry would 
be closed within four years (Indianapolis Star Feb. 2004).   
In coordination with IDEM and the city of Indianapolis, the U.S. EPA conducted another 
air toxics assessment between 2006 and 2009.  The final study was released to the public in 
February 2010.  In this study 95 pollutants were monitored using two air monitors located on 
Harding Street (eastern portion of West Indianapolis) and on Holt Road (southwest area of West 
Indianapolis).  The regulatory agencies involved compiled an inventory of 319 industrial 
operations that were sources of air toxics.  This recent study included more sophisticated forms 
of air dispersion modeling than the previous one, incorporating 464 sources including auto repair 
shops, truck stops, depots, gas stations, and dry cleaning facilities.  The results were quite 
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different than those of the 2002 study.  In particular, it was determined that the contribution of 
mobile sources of air pollution (Interstate 70 and heavy diesel traffic) posed a greater risk than 
industrial stationary sources.  Mobile sources, such as vehicle exhaust, are the most likely 
contributors toward the elevated levels of benzene revealed in the study area (IDEM Southwest 
Indianapolis Neighborhood Air Toxics Study Results February 2010).  The final conclusion was 
that the cancer risk for local residents in 2009 was lower than that predicted by the U.S. EPA in 
2002.  While some sources of air pollution ceased operations during the period of time between 
the EPA studies, many of the industrial sites remain.  Additionally, residents of West 
Indianapolis still complain of sites which were operating before the EPA studies.  While 
government modeling of toxicity in the air quality of the area was modified between studies and 
is now believed to be more accurate, the report considers a much larger region that West 
Indianapolis, and thus its results may not be directly comparable to those from 2002. Localized, 
recent air pollution data for WI have not been analyzed.   
An interesting note is that IDEM explained that ‗many of the major industrial sources 
within the study area are active partners of the State Partners for Pollution Prevention program‘ 
(IDEM Southwest Indianapolis Neighborhood Air Toxics Study Results February 2010).  This is 
a program which began in 1996, the year which the data for the 2002 study was gathered.  Table 
5.6 describes the leading facilities in West Indianapolis in terms of pounds (lbs.) emitted during 
the year 2000.  11 of the top 66 emitters in the city were located within West Indianapolis with 
three additional sites located just outside its boundary.   
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Table 5.6.Leading emitters (total releases) in West Indianapolis (2000) (EPA Scorecard 2000). 
Site Name Address Emissions 
(in lbs.) 
IPL Harding Street Station 3700 S. Harding Street 2,153,217 
Reilly Industries (now Vertellus) 1500 S. Tibbs Avenue 132,450 
Rolls-Royce Plants 5 & 8 2355 and 2001 S. Tibbs Avenue 77,047 
Lilly Tech Center 1555 S. Harding Street 66,172 
Shorewood Packaging Corporation 620 S. Belmont Avenue 12, 525 
National Starch and Chemical Co. 1515 S. Drover Street 5,286 
MRM Toluic Co. 1800 S. Tibbs Avenue 2,790 
BP Indianapolis Terminal 2500 N. Tibbs Avenue 2,270 
CTP Sheetmetal 1401 S. Harding Street 5 
 
Residents are aware of these sites as only two of the sites listed below (Shorewood and CTP) 
were not specifically listed by residents in response to the survey question asking residents to 
identify two specific sites or environmental hazards which concern them most.  One resident 
responded that the two sites or hazards of concern are ―the air and water contamination from 
nearby heavy industry and Eli Lilly‘s bio-fermentation Plant.‖ 
There has long been a tremendous disparity in TRI sites and emissions between the two 
study areas.  As shown in Table 5.7 in 1989 West Indianapolis contained a total of 10 TRIs with 
total on/off-site emissions of 3,274,286 lbs.  Comparatively, in 2009 there were six TRIs with a 
drastically lower emission total of 172,582.  Martindale-Brightwood experienced an even greater 
rate of change dropping from 10 sites and emissions of 200,457 in 1989 to four sites and 
emissions of 12,416 in 2009.   
Table 5.7.  Changes in TRIs in Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis(1989-2009). 
 1989 2009 
Area Sites Emissions (lbs.) Sites Emissions (lbs.) 
Martindale-Brightwood 10    200,457 4   12,416 
West Indianapolis 10 3,247,286 6 172,582 
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While both study areas have experienced a large reduction in total pollutants emitted from TRI 
sites, this reduction cannot be attributed directly to any one source or cause.  Regulatory policy 
may have played a role, as restrictions on emissions were enacted in the 1980s and 90s.  
However, more than likely it is the economic transition of these neighborhoods, including the 
movement of manufacturing processes to locations outside of the U.S. that contributed to the 
sharp reduction in emissions.   
 
Superfund Sites in West Indianapolis   
 As discussed earlier in this chapter, Reilly Industries is a Superfund site.  The site was 
first developed for industrial use in 1921 when a company called Republic Creosoting Company 
operated a coal tar refinery and a wood treatment operation that would last from 1921 to 1972.  
The northern portion of the site was used predominantly for chemical manufacturing as of 1941.  
As a result of the long operating history of the site, combined with decades of use with no 
environmental regulatory oversight, the site was extensively contaminated with creosoting 
process wastes, volatile (and semi-volatile) organic compounds, petroleum aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAHs), and many substances associated with the manufacture of ‗specialty 
chemicals‘ (U.S. EPA Superfund Fact Sheet).  In the early 1980s, following the environmental 
legislation of the 70s and early 80s, the site was investigated due to concerns regarding the lack 
of environmentally-sound practices.  The U.S. EPA conducted environmental site assessments 
and, after a process of ‗scoring‘ the site, the site scored high enough to warrant placement on the 
U.S. EPA‘s National Priorities List (NPL) in 1984.  The NPL identifies the most severely 
contaminated sites in the country as assessed by the EPA and it is the first step of the Superfund 
process.  Once a site scores high enough to be listed on the NPL, then it becomes eligible for 
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further assessment and remediation (i.e. cleanup) using Superfund money.  Additional 
assessments were conducted by both the responsible party (Reilly, Inc.) and the U.S. EPA which 
revealed five areas of concern as well as a groundwater plume containing elevated levels of 
benzene, pyridine, and ammonia that had migrated off-site (U.S. EPA Superfund Fact Sheet).   
 Reilly Tar and Chemical (Reilly) is a Superfund site located in the west portion of West 
Indianapolis.  The site is now owned by Vertellus Chemical, which produces a host of 
agricultural chemicals at the site.  During Reilly‘s tenure at the site numerous environmental 
issues arose.  Some residents of West Indianapolis complained about the site, in particular the 
harsh smells emanating from the site.  According to the U.S. EPA the site was used from the 
early 1950s to 1972 as a coal-tar refining and wood treatment facility, using creosote.  During 
this period the site included a trench, a landfill, and several pits which were all used to dispose of 
wastes onsite (U.S. EPA Superfund Program).Reilly operated at the site from the early 1950s to 
the 1990s at which time they were purchased by Vertellus.  In the 1980s, many environmentally 
damaging practices resulting from the earlier creosote operations were discovered at the site 
(IDEM Virtual Cabinet).   
Among the many hazards uncovered was extensive groundwater contamination. Nearby 
residents were forced to plug or cap their private residential water wells and connect to the city 
water lines.  As part of the Superfund process a need was identified for regular five-year reviews 
at the site.  Because the June 3, 2005 five-year review indicated ―hazardous substances remain at 
the Site above levels that allow for unlimited use and unrestricted exposure‖ (Karl, U.S. EPA 
Superfund Five-Year Review Feb. 2010, 7) another five-year review was needed in 2010.  The 
February 2010 five-year review concluded that the remediation processes underway have 
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rendered the five areas of concern as now ‗protective of human health and environment‘ (Karl, 
U.S. EPA Superfund Five-Year Review Feb. 2010, 23).     
 
Environmental Health Concerns in West Indianapolis 
The Indiana Department of Health (IDOH) and the Marion County Health Department 
conducted a health survey in 1986 which concluded there is likely a link between air pollution 
and the host of health conditions of residents on the southwest side of Indianapolis (including 
West Indianapolis).  However, during the late 1980s there was a lack of agency interaction, 
ultimately creating a situation in which the newly created IDEM was not fully aware of the 
Health Department study.  In 2000, a state legislative bill was proposed to require IDEM and 
IDOH to share information regarding health issues related to pollution, but the bill was never 
heard, discussed or ever reintroduced by the legislature (Indianapolis Star Feb 2004).  
Unfortunately, city and state environmental agencies stated they did not have sufficient funds to 
set up air quality monitoring stations in the study area.  Even after the 2002 release of the U.S. 
EPA‘s National Air Toxics Assessment report, which indicated extremely elevated risks of 
cancer in the southwest side neighborhood, the U.S. EPA ultimately rejected IDEM‘s application 
for financial support to acquire air monitoring equipment.  Such challenges reveal the apparent 
lack of both political will and financial ability of government environmental agencies.  The poor 
intergovernmental cooperation, explained as a lack of appropriate funds, illustrates the further 
complicated landscape in which West Indianapolis residents find themselves.   
The various health-related findings of the aforementioned site-specific and regional 
studies show that residents of West Indianapolis have had higher than usual incidence of such 
health issues as asthma.  In fact, for many years Indianapolis Public School 49, located in West 
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Indianapolis, had the highest incidence of asthma of any public school in the city (Indianapolis 
Star 2004).  
―For most of my kids with asthma, if the parents smoke, they smoke outside,‖ 
said Dr. Bill Van Osdol, a pediatrician for 31 years at Southwest – one of only 
two clinics serving the neighborhood, where there are no private-practice 
physicians.  ―Certainly, you have to think it‘s related to pollution.‖ (Indianapolis 
Star Feb. 2004, A15). 
In the survey of West Indianapolis residents conducted for this research, 67% of respondents 
identified various health issues which they believe are associated with environmental hazards in 
their community.  One resident wrote on this research project‘s survey that ―we all have COPD 
from pollution.‖  Regarding cancer concerns, one resident simply wrote ―a lot of deaths in 
neighborhood, mostly cancers.‖  In its week-long series of reporting on the environmental 
hazards in West Indianapolis, The Indianapolis Star daily newspaper revealed that its own 
analysis indicated that ‗residents in West Indianapolis died of lung cancer at a rate higher than 
anywhere else in Marion County from 1989 to 2001‘ (Indianapolis Star Feb. 2004, A20).  While 
a primary contributor of air pollution in the area (Daimler-Chrysler Foundry in particular) is now 
closed, residents continue to associate health outcomes, in part to the environmental landscape in 
which they have resided for years.   
The residents of West Indianapolis face a unique challenge in that the various 
environmental agencies responsible for monitoring and oversight of  air pollution issues have 
experienced declining budgets in recent years while also dealing with an environmental problem 
(air pollution), the very nature of which is extremely complex, ever-changing, and comprised of 
multiple contaminants contributed by a multitude of sources.  This complexity can be seen in the 
comments and responses of environmental agencies and even in the perceptions of residents 
themselves.  The Indianapolis Star quoted one resident as stating that ―Health officials say it‘s 
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difficult to prove links, so they don‘t try unless someone complains‖ (Indianapolis Star Feb. 
2004, A8).   
An additional challenge is the close relationship between the large corporations in West 
Indianapolis and the City of Indianapolis, especially during the early 1980s when the city was 
attempting to encourage industrial/commercial growth (Hudnut 1995).  This was revealed in 
1982 when the State Department of Health Commissioner proposed that the state take legal 
action against Reilly Industries for its failure to properly report a spill to IDOH.  However, the 
Stream Pollution Control Board, persuaded by discussions with the Lieutenant Governor‘s 
liaison, voted against any sort of legal action against Reilly, arguing that Reilly had simply made 
a mistake (Indianapolis Star Feb. 2004).  The outcome was reportedly based on the fact that such 
legal action would discourage new industries to relocate to Indianapolis.  These political 
influences are discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 
As discussed in Chapter 4, West Indianapolis has always been envisioned by Indianapolis 
city officials as an industrial area, continuing the historical development of industry in West 
Indianapolis from the City‘s earliest days through the 20th century.  The Indianapolis 
Redevelopment Commission Report in 1952 designated West Indianapolis to become an 
industrial area (Indianapolis Redevelopment Commission Report, 1952).  However, residential 
communities grew out of that same industrial character as residents sought residential property 
close to their work places.  However, based on survey results as well as comments made by West 
Indianapolis Development Corporation staff, the majority of residents within West Indianapolis 
are no longer employed by the many large-scale industrial operations located in the 
neighborhood.  The resident survey revealed that only 29% of respondents work somewhere 
within the West Indianapolis area and 17% of employed respondents work in the manufacturing 
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sector, compared to 12% of Martindale-Brightwood respondents.  In addition, some facilities 
which were at one point dominant features on the West Indianapolis skyline have closed during 
the past decade as the trend of outsourcing and consolidation overtook many industrial and 
manufacturing operations.  The former Daimler-Chrysler Foundry (Figure 5.10) property was 
recently acquired by an auto salvage company that has been restricted to only storage (no metal 
crushing, etc.) on the property.  Once again, a long-running heavy industrial operation and 
significant environmental hazard has been replaced with an industry that will very likely become 
a new environmental hazard in the future.   
 
Figure 5.10.  Former Daimler-Chrysler foundry site (Author, 2009).   
 
Conclusion 
Both Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis house large numbers of brownfield 
sites, toxics release inventory sites and other environmental hazards including Superfund sites in 
West Indianapolis.  These hazards are perceived and experienced by residents on a daily basis, 
and they may have resulted in serious health consequences including high rates of blood-lead 
105 
 
levels, asthma, and lung cancer as well as complaints of breathing problems, headaches, and 
overall discomfort even depression.  An additional common feature of both study areas is they 
have both experienced state and federal environmental regulatory investigations with the 
National Lead contamination in Martindale-Brightwood and the EPA National Air Toxics 
Assessment studies in West Indianapolis.   
This chapter has provided a robust image first of Indianapolis as a city comprised of 
multiple forms of environmental hazards all of which are strongly concentrated in low-income 
communities.  Additionally, the locations of brownfields were revealed to be particularly 
associated with not only low income areas, but also areas of high vacant housing, high female-
headed households, and higher percentage of African-American population.  These findings 
parallel those of environmental justice studies in other cities, revealing strong ties between 
exposure to environmental hazards and socio-economic disadvantage.  After assessing the City‘s 
socio-environmental landscape I examined the environmental hazards comprising two 
particularly unjust ‗natures‘, those of West Indianapolis and Martindale-Brightwood.  The next 
chapters will use this existing environmentally unjust landscape as the base for investigating how 
residents of each study area visualize and perceive the hazards in their neighborhood as well as 
what role such individual characteristics as place attachment and social capital may play in 
prompting  residents to engage in environmental activism. 
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Chapter 6 Individual Drivers of Activism:  The Role of Place Attachment, Social 
Capital, Contaminated Media, and Perceptions in Prompting Environmental Activism 
‗Most of the people here are mad at the world…It’s an angry little place.‘ 
(West Indianapolis resident, Indianapolis Star 2004) 
 
Over the last decade or so a group of researchers in both the environmental justice and 
environmental health fields have sought to answer the following questions: Who becomes an 
environmental activist?  What are the forces that encourage or discourage environmental 
activism?    Research has more recently directed its efforts at additional questions including what 
are the relative roles of place attachment and social capital in prompting environmental activism; 
how do people perceive environmental hazards; and how might those perceptions be related to 
environmental activism?     
This chapter examines the presence and potential role of place attachment, social capital, 
and environmental perceptions in shaping environmental activism within the study areas.  The 
two areas are compared, because one study area (Martindale-Brightwood) has residents who are 
engaged in activism via the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative (Figure 
6.1), whereas no collective environmental organization has formed in West Indianapolis. 
 
Figure 6.1.Sign on front yard of Martindale-Brightwood residence (Author 2009). 
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This is not to say, however, that environmental activism is non-existent in West Indianapolis.  
For example, in the 1980s, one resident of West Indianapolis wrote ―hundreds of complaints, 
suggestions, and memos to then-Mayor William Hudnut as well as other political and 
environmental officials…and filed a lawsuit against Reilly‖(Indianapolis Star 2004 series).  The 
resident settled with Reilly in 1990 for $5,000.  Despite his or her individual efforts, this person 
was never able to amass a larger group of residents to form any collective environmental group.  
Thus, in comparing the two areas, I focus on qualitative differences in the levels and types of 
environmental activism, and possible associations with place attachment, social capital, and 
environmental perceptions.  The results presented in this chapter are drawn from the surveys of 
area residents and in-depth interviews with residents and local officials. 
The chapter is organized in five sections, each of which analyzes results from the surveys 
and interviews with residents of the two areas.  The first section focuses on differences in 
environmental activism between the two areas.  Subsequent sections discuss the roles of place 
attachment, social capital, and perceptions of environmental hazards and contaminated media in 
shaping people‘s responses to local environmental issues.   
 
Results 
 The research presented in this chapter focuses on the relationships between 
environmental activism and place attachment, social capital, environmental perceptions and 
characteristics of the contaminated medium.  Survey and interview responses were used to 
interrogate the connections among these factors in the contexts of Martindale-Brightwood and 
West Indianapolis.  One of the key topics was to assess differences in activism between 
respondents living in the two areas, and to determine if there are corresponding differences in 
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characteristics such as place attachment.  In order to decipher which response variables differed 
between the two study areas, a Fisher‘s Exact Test was performed.  Fisher‘s Exact Test is 
recommended in studies relying on a relatively small number of observations.  The results 
provide insights as to which variables differ most strongly between the two study areas.  In order 
to quantify residents‘ responses on the survey each question was converted to a binary variable 
which then allowed for the creation of contingency tables to carry out the Fisher‘s Exact test.  
 
Environmental Activism 
 
 The resident survey asked a series of questions to gauge environmental activism among 
residents of the two study areas.  Questions first asked if respondents had attended any 
community meetings about local environmental issues in their neighborhood and whether they 
were members of an environmental group.  Results (Table 6.1) showed that while 63% of 
Martindale-Brightwood respondents indicated they had attended a local environmental meeting 
only 17% of West Indianapolis respondents had done so.  Additionally, 34% of Martindale-
Brightwood respondents are members of an environmental group compared to no West 
Indianapolis respondents belonging to an environmental group.  The study areas are strikingly 
different in terms of such formal types of environmental activism likely due in part to the efforts 
of the MBEJC in reaching out to residents.  However, as Wakefield, et al. (2006) discussed, 
activism can take many forms including attending a protest, or lodging a complaint to either the 
city or facilities themselves.   
In order to capture some of these other forms of activism, survey questions asked 
residents whether they had ever attended a protest regarding environmental issues in the 
neighborhood and also whether they had ever complained to any government and/or industry 
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officials regarding environmental issues.  Results in Table 6.1 show that 24% of Martindale-
Brightwood respondents, compared to 2% of West Indianapolis respondents, had ever attended a 
protest regarding environmental issues.  While these results focusing on more formal 
mechanisms of activism are not surprising given the known difference in such formalization 
between the two study areas, an important similarity did emerge.  When asked whether residents 
had complained at all regarding an environmental issue the percentage of respondents within 
each neighborhood who had complained were quite similar (39% in MB and 36% in WI).  This 
result reveals that while formalized environmental activism may not be present in an area the 
residents may still be taking action which they see as appropriate.   
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Table 6.1.  Survey results 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Survey Item (response = yes) MB WI Fisher‟s Exact 
Test (p) 
Place 
Attachment 
Like living in your area 88% 69% .034 
Like living in your area „a lot‟ 66% 31% .001 
Would move out of area if possible 49% 76% .008 
Activism Attended a community meeting in 
last two years 
56% 19% .000 
Attended a meeting about a local 
environmental issue 
63% 17% .000 
Member of environmental group 34% none .000 
Attended a protest about a local 
environmental issue 
24% 2% .003 
Social 
Capital 
Member of a local church 56% 21% .001 
Can get help from neighbors 85% 86% .243 
Can confide in a neighbor in area 61% 55% .383 
Consider neighbors to be friendly 80% 83% .479 
Perceptions Feel pollution  affected their lives 63% 74% .218 
Encounters pollution daily  54% 55% .173 
Aware of environmental issues in 
their area 
76% 76% .201 
Feel their area has more env issues 
than other areas of Indianapolis 
61% 67% .377 
Government response as ‘poor’ 49% 60% .223 
Sample Size  41 42  
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Place Attachment 
A person‘s sense of place or place attachment is defined by his or her perceptions of what 
is important in a locale and the events/experiences in that locale that hold great meaning 
(Cresswell 2004).  I proceed with the additional notion that place attachment is socially 
constructed.  It is informed by cultural, social, political, and environmental norms about what 
holds meaning.  Thus, social context is an important factor to be considered in evaluating 
residents‘ place attachment (Hay 1998).  While context varies from one space to another, strong 
emotional ties to place form a critical part of the place attachment process (Kyle and Chick 
2007).  How these emotional ties develop is believed to be related to repeated experiences and 
interactions of people with spaces (Tuan 1980).  These experiences are shaped and molded by 
the social context within which they exist (Lee 1972).  Examples include such factors as ancestry 
and historical associations of experiences with particular spaces (Hay1998).  These are the forces 
which collectively act on both a neighborhood and an individual to produce a sense of place.  It 
is the way people take on these socially constructed identities and meanings via experiences that 
enable people to distinguish ‗their‘ community from others (Kyle and Chick 2007).      
As discussed in Chapter 2, the role of place attachment in prompting or discouraging 
environmental activism is still being debated in the environmental justice and environmental 
health literatures.  The dominant belief is that residents with a strong attachment to place would 
speak up or act in response to adverse environmental conditions or other social justice issues in 
their neighborhood.  This section investigates whether or not this hypothesized link between 
place attachment and environmental activism holds in Martindale-Brightwood and West 
Indianapolis, and in doing so, it calls into question the relatively straightforward concept of place 
attachment used in the environmental justice literature.  
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 The survey results indicate that respondents from both areas have moderate levels of 
place attachment, but overall attachment is lower among West Indianapolis respondents.  One 
dimension of place attachment is whether a resident likes living in their particular area or 
neighborhood and additionally, whether they like living in the area ‗a lot‘.  Study results showed 
that while 88% of Martindale-Brightwood respondents compared to 69% of West Indianapolis 
respondents like living in their respective areas, a large difference emerges with respect to how 
much a resident likes living in their area (Table 6.1).  Sixty-six percent of Martindale-
Brightwood respondents reported that they liked living there ‗a lot‘ as opposed to only 31% of 
WI respondents. This was further supported in the answers respondents gave to questions asking 
what they like about their respective areas.   
 Another important dimension of place attachment is the question of whether a resident 
would move out of their respective area if possible.  Residents were asked whether they would 
leave their neighborhood if possible. Many residents of both study areas earn incomes among the 
lowest in the city and also endure high unemployment as illustrated by the unemployment levels 
among this survey‘s respondents (34% in MB and 43% in WI).  While 49% of Martindale-
Brightwood respondents would leave if they could, a much larger 76% of West Indianapolis 
respondents would do so (Table 6.1).  These survey results reveal a much higher proportion of 
West Indianapolis residents feeling as if they are stuck in their particular socio-environmental 
landscape.  In contrast, 51% of Martindale-Brightwood respondents indicated they would not 
leave the area even if possible.  This supports the finding here that Martindale-Brightwood 
respondents possess a stronger attachment to their area   
Regarding statistical tests of differences in place attachment between the two areas, the 
most statistically significant variables were whether or not a resident liked living in the area 
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(p=.034), how much the resident liked living in the area (p=.001), and whether or not the resident 
would move out or leave the area if possible (p=.008) (Table 6.1).  The variable regarding length 
of residence, calculated by the percent of residents who have lived in their respective area for 
more than 21 years, was not statistically significant (p=.372).  These results show that 
respondents from Martindale-Brightwood possess a stronger attachment to place than those from 
West Indianapolis.  According to one Martindale-Brightwood resident the area ―has always had a 
neighborly feel but it‘s not as strong as it used to be.‖  Another describes the area residents as 
being ―loyal, loving, caring, helpful.‖  Respondents from Martindale-Brightwood find their 
neighbors to be ―friendly‖ and overall ―good neighbors, good people, they‘re quiet‖.  Some West 
Indianapolis residents express similar sentiments towards their neighborhood responding that the 
people are ―friendly, help each other out‖, and ―watch out for one another‖.    
Some of the observed differences in place attachment may be related to disparities in the 
ages of survey respondents:  50% of West Indianapolis respondents are over 51 years of age 
compared to 66% of those from Martindale-Brightwood.  Age and length of residence may 
influence a person‘s attachment to place, with older residents and those living in an area longer 
exhibiting higher levels of place attachment.  For example, one Martindale-Brightwood resident 
responded ―I was born in this house and know almost everyone here, it‘s home‖.   
The neighborhood with the larger proportion of older respondents shows more positive 
responses for sense of place attachment.  However, the variable reflecting a resident‘s age above 
or below 51 years of age received a p-value of .107, thereby leading to the conclusion that age 
does not differ significantly between respondents from the two areas.  Similarly, length of 
residence is also not statistically significant.  Despite this, the higher percentage of elderly and 
long-term residents among the respondents for Martindale-Brightwood raises a question as to 
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whether a resident‘s ‗memory of place‘ (Lewicka 2008) may be at play in the study areas.  
Martindale-Brightwood residents commented several times about the ‗way it used to be‘ in the 
neighborhood.  This type of ‗memory of place‘ was not mentioned by any residents in West 
Indianapolis either during interviews or surveys.  
Martindale-Brightwood residents, predominantly African-American, share a history 
steeped in blatant and subtle racism.  This racism shaped a community that was essentially 
isolated from the rest of the City of Indianapolis and the various social services offered to white 
residents.  Race is a factor in not only the production of the environmental hazards in MB but 
also in the response to these hazards.   For this reason, Martindale-Brightwood residents created 
their own services and businesses and networks of support.  For many of the current older 
residents, up until the 1970s, these services and the insulated nature of life in Martindale-
Brightwood created a community in which residents knew and assisted each other, and that 
included opportunities for employment in the neighborhood itself. Long-term residents expressed 
memories of low crime and respect among neighbors.  However, as Lynch and Kaplan (1997) 
wrote, behind these memories and feelings often lies a romanticized notion of ―past era when 
society worked‖ (Kaplan and Lynch 1997, 1410).   Memories subdue experiences of harsh 
racism and the lack of public and social services, instead focusing on recollections of parents 
with jobs, and neighborhoods in which people knew each other and houses were occupied.  
Selective memories and experiences, perhaps unconsciously, impact the form and strength of a 
resident‘s attachment to place, and such impacts were evident in Martindale-Brightwood 
residents‘ responses.    
In contrast, residents of West Indianapolis expressed a sense of detachment from the 
neighborhood resulting in part from the city‘s neglect of the area and its depiction of West 
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Indianapolis as predominately industrial.  One resident remarked in an interview for this research 
that ―the city has paid no attention to revitalizing it‖ when asked about the city‘s efforts in West 
Indianapolis.  The resident went on to say that ―we have nothing here‖.  Such responses by this 
person who had lived in West Indianapolis for 11-20 years illustrate the complexity of place 
attachment.  Social and residential disinvestment in West Indianapolis, carried out by the city to 
promote industrial use, highly contrasts with the city‘s interest in promoting sustainability and 
redevelopment within Martindale-Brightwood.  The influence of political entities on residents‘ 
perceptions of hazards and on appropriate government and corporate response both study areas 
will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7.     
In addition to the emotional and social forces which contribute to a person‘s sense of 
place attachment, economic issues can influence a person‘s interpretation of their neighborhood.  
Residents of both study areas expressed their displeasure with the local media‘s negative 
coverage of their neighborhoods.  Each study area has been portrayed in the local newspaper 
(The Indianapolis Star) as an area of social and economic degradation and environmental 
contamination (Indianapolis Star Feb. 2004).  Some residents expressed anger that the media‘s 
portrayal was simply one more negative.  They also expressed concern about the decline in 
property values that may result from negative media attention.  During the survey of residents in 
West Indianapolis one resident remarked that ―we don‘t need any more bad press‖. Staff of the 
West Indianapolis Development Corporation (also residents of WI) also commented on the 
Indianapolis Star‘s 2004 series on southwest Indianapolis stating that residents expressed a lot of 
―anger at the Star when they did their big air pollution thing because it scared people, they didn‘t 
believe their air was worse…the Star‘s article was just bad.‖  One resident wrote on a survey 
form that a concern was the ―decline in property value‖ however this resident did not draw an 
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association between the media coverage and home value.  In this way, place attachment is also 
bound up with capital:  Residents viewed negative media coverage as further diminishing the 
already battered image of the neighborhood, thus negatively impacting property values and 
prospects for mobility.   
What is revealed through interviews and surveys with residents of the study areas is that 
while people may feel an attachment to their neighborhood, that ‗attachment‘ is made complex 
by a sense of hopelessness.  A West Indianapolis resident described the area as ‗gloomy, 
hopeless, and depressing.‘  The way residents feel about their area can be rooted in not only 
environmental issues but also financial and family considerations.  One West Indianapolis 
resident noted liking that she/he had ‗good neighbors‘ but then also stated that the ‗air stinks all 
the time, you notice it when you leave and return.‘  Another West Indianapolis resident stated 
that the area was ‗affordable‘ but then identified dislikes as ‗the air quality and the people here, 
lots of addicts, been robbed four times.‘  Residents recognize benefits which often seem to offset 
the various socio-environmental negatives identified.   
 
Social Capital 
The survey emphasized social dimensions of social capital including the presence of 
neighbors in whom a person can confide, the ability to get help from a neighbor, and 
participation in local churches.  As shown in Table 6.1, many respondents of both communities 
indicated that they can ask neighbors for help (85% and 86% each).  A slightly higher percentage 
of respondents from MB (61%) can confide in someone in the neighborhood as compared to 
those from West Indianapolis (55%).  This speaks to the degree of trust that residents have 
towards one another, with trust being a factor in the development and retention of social capital.  
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However an interesting difference is that while 39% of MB respondents reported that they ask 
their neighbors for help on a monthly basis, a greater 45% of WI respondents gave this response.  
One WI respondent indicated that ―people are helpful and friendly‖.   Although some differences 
in social capital appear in the survey responses, the Fisher‘s Exact Test reveals these differences 
as not statistically significant(Table 6.1).In addition, variables regarding friendly/unfriendly 
neighbors and someone/no one to confide in were not significant (Table 6.1). Thus, in terms of 
the social dimensions measured on the survey, there are few differences in social capital between 
the two areas. 
Race has been linked to the development of social capital in the past (Borjas 1992).  In 
particular, the social exclusion experienced by African-American communities such as 
Martindale-Brightwood can ultimately produce a strong sense of cohesion among residents who 
have endured such exclusion (Boutilier, et al. 2000).  Residents, via their shared history of 
exclusion, develop an ―‘us/them‘ mentality‖ (id) which strengthens the bond between residents.        
The high percentage of respondents who consider their neighbors friendly and ask them 
for help indicates a moderate amount of social capital within both communities.  Wakefield, et 
al. (2007) explained that the high levels of social capital in their socioeconomically diverse study 
areas ―serves as a caution to theorists and policy-makers, who often assume that socio-
economically disadvantaged communities are uniformly lacking in social capital‖ (Wakefield, et 
al. 2007, 440).  However, Wakefield, et al. (2007) also found no difference in collective 
environmental action between areas of a city.  In contrast, this project began with differences in 
collective environmental action.  The fact that neighboring relations do not differ significantly 
suggests that these dimensions of social capital are not associated with differences in 
environmental activism in the communities studied.  However, other dimensions of social capital 
118 
 
may be relevant including church membership and more so in terms of the form and level of 
intervention/interaction on the part of government and non-government institutions.  The 
following sections discuss these institutional forms of social capital. 
 
Institutional Social Capital 
Governmental and non-governmental institutions are active participants in the production 
and accumulation of social capital within communities (Evans 1996).  As discussed earlier, West 
Indianapolis residents have experienced very little social capital-producing interactions with 
governmental institutions.  Sometimes the exclusion (perhaps based on income in the case of 
West Indianapolis) can become a reason for residents not to respond in a way that encourages 
interaction with government (Bauder 2002).  The exclusion creates a degree of mistrust and lack 
of faith in future efforts to engage with government.  Government authorities rarely consult with 
West Indianapolis residents on environmental issues, few neighborhood improvement programs 
have been initiated (other than those by the West Indianapolis Development Corporation), and 
residents perceive a sense of disconnect and disinvestment in their relationship to the city, 
sentiment expressed by one resident in stating ―they don‘t listen‖ as well as another resident who 
responded during an interview that ―the City has paid no attention to us‖. This contrasts with the 
situation in Martindale-Brightwood where the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice 
Collaborative (MBEJC) is deeply tied to governmental authorities. 
The city of Indianapolis‘ Brownfields Coordinator has strong connections with the 
MBEJC.  Martindale-Brightwood has the largest number of brownfields of all neighborhoods in 
Indianapolis.  The Brownfields Coordinator was contacted when the lead contamination was 
discovered and residents began calling for action on the part of the city, state, and federal 
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agencies.  Answering to the call of the MBEJC, the Coordinator has interacted regularly with the 
MBEJC during its‘ operations and has presented at several meetings, providing information 
about the numbers, types, and status of brownfields in MB.  The Coordinator has worked to 
secure extensive funding for remediating brownfield sites and preparing them for future 
acquisition and use.  In addition, the Brownfields Coordinator played a role in the city‘s 
application to become one of only five pilot projects funded by the U.S. EPA, HUD, and DOT 
whereby a city receives technical assistance in creating and developing a ‗sustainable 
community.‘  This is further explained in Chapter 7 however it is an example of the efforts which 
the Brownfields Coordinator has undertaken with respect to Martindale-Brightwood.  Despite the 
presence of brownfields in West Indianapolis it should be clarified here that there are 
substantially more brownfields in Martindale-Brightwood which, as stated earlier, houses the 
greatest number of brownfields in the City.  Therefore, if a greater number of brownfields were 
found to be present in West Indianapolis the City‘s efforts would surely have been directed to 
West Indianapolis as well.  However, the nature of the facilities in West Indianapolis is such that 
they are often extremely large sites which are acquired for continued industrial use.  This adds a 
degree of complexity to any city‘s brownfields redevelopment efforts.    
The continuous and active involvement of the Brownfields Coordinator within the 
Martindale-Brightwood community fits the notion of institutional capital and the way in which 
the City of Indianapolis is integrated into the functioning of the MBEJC.  In the early efforts of 
Rev. Wilkins in working with the non-profit organization ‗Making Connections‘, the MBEJC 
sought and obtained several meetings with city and state environmental officials.  The MBEJC 
often invited officials to attend MBEJC meetings in order to address residents‘ concerns.  Out of 
these meetings developed a close working relationship between the MBEJC and the City‘s 
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Brownfields Coordinator in particular.  Not only was the MBEJC calling for this interaction but 
the City itself recognized the value in growing this relationship given the large numbers of 
brownfields in Martindale-Brightwood and the City‘s hopes for the area.  More recently, the 
MBEJC has invited government agents from the Marion County Health Department, the City of 
Indianapolis‘ Division of Code Enforcement (with respect to illegal dumping and abandoned 
housing).  This long-running interaction between the MBEJC and the City of Indianapolis 
produces a ‘top-down‘ form of social capital whereby the MBEJC has gained the ear of city 
government.  However, because of the formal manner in which environmental activism has been 
practiced in Martindale-Brightwood, with the MBEJC leading the way, it is difficult to 
distinguish whether residents themselves have inherited any increase in social capital with 
respect to the city.    
However, there is a sense of an accumulation of social capital in terms of a financial 
connection via the non-profit environmental organization Improving Kids‘ Environment (IKE) 
and a strong link to local, state, and federal environmental agencies, by whom several IKE 
members were previously employed.  IKE provided the MBEJC access to existing relationships 
held by IKE with the City of Indianapolis and Marion County.  Greater detail regarding this 
relationship and the influence of political entities on the responses from the study areas is 
discussed in Chapter 7.  The remainder of this chapter focuses on the role of churches in the 
formation and fostering of social capital followed by the role of residents‘ environmental 
perceptions in prompting environmental activism. 
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Churches and Social Capital 
‖They call Andrew J Brown Ave ‗Church Row‖ 
 (Former MB minister interview 2010) 
 
The social capital literature has often discussed the role of churches in fostering the 
development of social capital.  Churches have been seen as sites of social capital accumulation 
(Liu, et al. 2009; Brown and Brown 2003) because they offer a space of trust where residents can 
share their feelings and opinions on local matters.  Churches also provide local leadership:  much 
like cities have their Mayor, churches have their minister or priest.  This central figure, who 
coordinates activities of the church and drives the priorities of the church in terms of outreach 
and community interaction/assistance, can become an important person in shaping activism 
within a community.  Often this central figure is a charismatic leader who can unite church 
members and create a local impact.  Social capital can accumulate within the churches of a 
community.  The church may be the only site at which residents interact with each other, thereby 
becoming a sounding board for those who have nowhere else to express opinions on local issues.   
In terms of church membership/attendance, 56% of MB residents who responded to the 
survey reported that they belong to a church in their local area, compared to only 21% of WI 
residents.  In addition, the variable church membership resulted in a p-value from the Fisher‘s 
Exact Test of .001, indicating a statistically significant difference in church membership between 
respondents from the two areas.  The significance of this variable indicates a potential factor in 
the greater amount of environmental activism within Martindale-Brightwood.  Martindale-
Brightwood has an abundance of churches compared to WI:  Within MB there are over 100 
churches.     
The abundance of churches in Martindale-Brightwood illustrates the long-standing 
connection that residents have had with religion.  The simple quantity of churches in the 
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predominantly African-American neighborhood of Martindale-Brightwood would seem to point 
toward an obvious site of social capital accumulation among residents.  However, church 
membership does not necessarily equal activism (Brown and Brown 2003).  In Martindale-
Brightwood it was in fact the presence of one charismatic and active leader within one church 
which led to the eventual formation of the MBEJC.  While some churches may act as such sites 
of social capital generation within Martindale-Brightwood, it must be noted that interviews with 
residents and local community officials revealed that many of the churches within Martindale-
Brightwood have members who reside outside of the community.  Residents living outside of the 
MB area return to their childhood community to attend church.  This then complicates the links 
between local social capital accumulation and churches.    Reverend Wilkins, founder of the 
Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative indicated in an interview that 
―churches and pastors didn‘t want to be a part of it.  ‖In regards to one church in Martindale-
Brightwood a resident reported in an interview that the minister was transferred to a church 
outside of the study area because ―the parishioners felt he was spending too much time on 
environmental issues and things outside the church instead of working on the church itself‖.  
While church membership is sharply different between respondents from the two study areas, it 
is the presence and efforts of a uniquely charismatic and effective leader in one Martindale-
Brightwood church which presents the image of a broad church-based activism within a 
community.  Additional research is needed to explore how churches provide a site for the 
accumulation and practice of social capital.   
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Environmental Perceptions 
 A great deal of environmental justice and environmental health literature has examined 
how people perceive environmental issues and how those perceptions potentially contribute 
toward one taking action regarding environmental issues (Elliott 1999; Wakefield and Elliott 
2000; Wakefield, et al. 2001).  Perceptions include how residents see their surroundings, whether 
they sense a depleted or degraded landscape or feel a sense of injustice associated with 
environmental hazards.  In addition, residents may be concerned about their health or that of 
their family members and neighbors.  Understanding which perceptions, if any, are particularly 
relevant in prompting environmental activism is an important question in this dissertation. To 
draw out residents‘ perceptions of their environmental landscape the survey contained a series of 
questions.  Residents were asked first whether they know of any environmental hazards in their 
neighborhood and if so, do they feel their neighborhood contains more hazards than other 
neighborhoods in the city.  Also, questions were posed to gauge how often residents encounter 
environmental hazards.  Questions also asked how a resident encounters a particular hazard: is it 
first by sight, smell, or noise?   
The survey results indicated that Martindale-Brightwood residents and West Indianapolis 
residents shared similar perceptions overall, but differed significantly on a few types of 
perceptions.  The similarities began with the finding that 76% of respondents from each study 
area reported being aware of environmental issues in their particular study area (Table 6.1).  
Also, 54% of Martindale-Brightwood and 55% of West Indianapolis respondents encounter 
pollution daily.  This result speaks to the abundance of environmental hazards in both study 
areas, and high levels of awareness and daily exposure.  The percentages of respondents 
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reporting that they have encountered pollution in their neighborhood are also very similar (85% 
in MB and 83% in WI).  
Differences in environmental perceptions of residents between the study areas were 
relatively small.  Asked whether residents feel pollution has affected their lives, 63% of 
Martindale-Brightwood residents and 74% of West Indianapolis residents responded yes, a 
disparity that while notable, is not statistically significant (p=.218).  This result is somewhat 
counterintuitive as Martindale-Brightwood has the collective environmental action in the form of 
the MBEJC.  However, this could speak more to the fact that much of the National Lead-
associated lead hazard has undergone government-overseen remediation.  Another surprising 
result is that more resident respondents of West Indianapolis (67%) than Martindale-Brightwood 
(61%) felt their area contains more environmental issues than other Indianapolis neighborhoods 
(p=.377).  Residents are aware of environmental issues and even feel a sense of injustice relative 
to the distribution of those issues yet the injustice does not translate into a collective effort.  One 
additional surprise was the residents‘ perceptions of the government‘s response to environmental 
issues in their neighborhood (p=.223).  Again we see a larger proportion of West Indianapolis 
respondents (60%) than Martindale-Brightwood residents (49%) who believe the government‘s 
response to environmental hazards has been poor. 
In addition, perceptions of health issues associated with environmental hazards were 
almost identical in the two groups of respondents:  63% of MB residents and 67% of WI 
residents reported that someone in their household had experienced negative health issues which 
they believe are attributable to environmental hazards in their area.  Further, a very high 
percentage (>80%) of respondents in both neighborhoods replied that they worry about their 
family‘s health due to pollution in the area.  Concerns about health also came through in the in-
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depth interviews.  A West Indianapolis resident noted:  ―The area smells daily, my lungs are 
shot.‖  Another resident noted that ―several health issues have arisen from the pollution in this 
area‖ which correlates with other comments by WI respondents such as ―people in the area have 
autism.‖ 
A common problem noted by residents of both study areas in the surveys is difficulty 
breathing which residents associate with the air pollution or poor air quality in the area.  A West 
Indianapolis respondent commented ―I can‘t go outside because it stinks so bad.‖  Residents 
often included comments such as ―I have trouble breathing‖ or ―the dust causes breathing 
problems‖ and ―some days it is very hard to breathe and it‘s much worse in summer.‖  Another 
resident commented on how the ―air quality prevents me from opening my windows to air out 
my home.‖  Residents of both study areas drew associations between local pollution and negative 
health outcomes as one resident explained ―many friends and a few family members are dead 
due to respiratory disease.‖  
Residents of both study areas reported asthma as an important pollution-related health 
problem.  This is made clear by such statements from Martindale-Brightwood residents as ―my 
son and I both have asthma that is triggered by air pollution‖ as well as ―I have problems 
breathing‖, as well as from West Indianapolis respondents who said ―gynecomastia in self and 
reactive asthma in daughter‖ and ―we all have asthma‖.  Another resident of West Indianapolis 
reported ―we all have COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease) from pollution.‖ The 
pollution ―makes it hard to breathe, we have to stay in‖ said one West Indianapolis respondent.  
According to one West Indianapolis resident ―the industrial noise is disturbing and chemical 
smells‖ combine to form an environment perceived by residents as damaged, damaging and 
126 
 
threatening.  One resident reported anxiety associated with the pollution while another West 
Indianapolis resident reported being depressed over their ―inability to make a change.‖   
Another health issue mentioned by several survey and interview participants in West 
Indianapolis particularly was a concern with an association between the environmental hazards 
and cancer.  West Indianapolis residents responded with such statements as ―my friend died of 
cancer and he lived here for years‖.  Others noted having friends with lung cancer and a 
respondent said ―she/he is losing neighbors due to cancer.‖  One West Indianapolis resident who 
lives in the small pocket of residences between the former Chrysler foundry site and the existing 
Vertellus agricultural chemical manufacturer stated that ―there are a lot of deaths in the 
neighborhood, mostly cancers.‖  Another resident was moved while completing the survey as she 
had ―just lost my best neighbor, she was like a mother to me, evidently had four different forms 
of cancer, it was not pretty…I myself have a lot of headaches.‖  One West Indianapolis 
respondent captured the often-cited issue of cigarette smoking by reporting that ―friends die of 
cancer, but they smoked‖.  However, smoking combined with air pollution exposure has been 
found to produce particularly negative health outcomes (Nyberg et. Al. 2000), so smoking should 
not eliminate concerns about air pollution.  Smoking is often a response to economic, social, and 
environmental stress which is likely to be high in neighborhoods like Martindale-Brightwood 
and West Indianapolis (ibid).  The confounding effects of smoking complicate efforts by 
residents of the study areas to link air pollution and health outcomes; because of this complexity 
residents often feel hopeless about confronting air pollution.  What‘s more, personal behaviors 
are often used in health and environmental policy discussions to simply shift blame from 
corporate irresponsibility and lack of appropriate government oversight/enforcement to the 
resident him/herself.     
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Figure 6.2.Sign on front yard fence of a Martindale-Brightwood residence (Author 2009) 
 
An interesting observation made by a member of the WIDC staff regarding Martindale-
Brightwood‘s activism was that ‗up there (MB), they kind of run into it (environmental 
contamination) by surprise so I think there‘s a little more anger‘.  However, as observed through 
surveys and interviews there are residents in West Indianapolis who exhibited feelings of anger 
regarding the environmental hazards in West Indianapolis.  Additionally, his comment implies 
that residents didn‘t know of or consider any environmental issues prior to the discovery of 
widespread lead contamination, which is false based on observations, interviews, and surveys 
conducted here. It does, however, emphasize the importance of the ‗discovery‘ process.  A 
resident‘s formal ‗discovery‘ of environmental contamination most often comes by either the 
polluter or the government making her/him aware of a contamination event/hazard after some 
initial technical confirmatory sampling has been conducted.  Martindale-Brightwood residents 
may have been individually suspicious of many sites or environmental hazards in the area but 
had no proof of contamination in the technical sense.  However, in sharp contrast, West 
Indianapolis residents have been evacuated over the years (due to confirmed levels of 
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contaminants released) and have been contacted directly by the polluting corporations, an 
influential difference which is discussed in Chapter 7.   
In summary, respondents of both communities recognize environmental hazards in their 
neighborhoods and encounter them on a daily basis.  These encounters contribute toward 
concerns about health effects.  Residents‘ perceptions in Martindale-Brightwood and West 
Indianapolis are driven in part by the frequency of their encounters with hazards as well as by 
observed health effects in themselves, a family member, or a neighbor.  Residents of both study 
areas draw links between environmental hazards and health concerns.  However, despite sharing 
similar frequencies of encounters with environmental hazards and similar perceptions of 
potential associated health effects different responses from residents can still emerge. In order to 
further interrogate how different responses emerge despite similar experiences and perceptions, 
this research looks to the contaminated medium itself, soil, water, and air.   
 
Residents’ Perceptions of Contaminated Media 
Urban political ecology (UPE) has argued the importance of considering political, 
economic, social, and ecological forces as a complex integrated system whereby particularly 
unjust landscapes are created.  This can include the development of environmental injustice and 
neighborhoods which house a disproportionate share of environmental hazards.  Environmental 
hazards influence the perceptions and responses of residents.  As discussed in Chapter 2, 
previous literature regarding the influence of the environment has included examples of trees, 
soil contamination, and green space.  Swyngedouw, et al. (2002) argue the physical environment 
should be seen as ―part of the political universe and that environments are combined socio-
physical constructions that are actively and historically produced both in terms of social content 
and physical-environmental qualities‖ (Swyngedouw, et al. 2002).     
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Here I build upon this literature by first assessing whether residents recognize a 
difference in contaminated media (soil, air, and water) and then by examining how this 
difference may contribute towards the production of the observed difference in environmental 
activism between the two study areas.  In this way, residents within their own contextual struggle 
for social justice (Swyngedouw, et al. 2004) may become activist or take action which they feel 
will influence the production of a more equitable and thereby less damaging environmental 
landscape.   
Environmental contamination has different forms in West Indianapolis and Martindale-
Brightwood.  As discussed earlier, in West Indianapolis, air has been the longstanding 
contaminated medium, as air quality in West Indianapolis has long been regarded as some of the 
worst in the city.  Contaminated air carrying particulate matter and chemical effluents from the 
multiple sources of emissions, such as interstate automobile traffic, truck depots, and chemical 
manufacturers makes its way into the homes, lungs, eyes, and noses of residents.  Once this 
interaction occurs, the contaminated air produces a response from the resident, a response which 
can take many forms including health effects, psychological effects, and activism.   
In Martindale-Brightwood, the primary form of pollution in terms of environmental 
agency interaction, media coverage, and residents‘ concerns is soil contamination.  Residents 
were officially notified about soil contamination by an environmental agency.  The knowledge 
that there either is or even could be lead contamination of residents‘ yards produces some form 
of response among residents. 
 This research hypothesized that the contaminated medium would play a differential role 
in the concerns and perceptions of residents of the two neighborhoods.  Questions were asked on 
the resident survey in order to decipher any difference between residents‘ perceptions of the 
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contaminated media (soil, air, water).  Residents were asked which of the three media would 
concern them most if contaminated, soil, air, or water.  63% of Martindale-Brightwood 
respondents indicated a greater concern regarding soil contamination with 61% of MB 
respondents having personally encountered soil pollution in the area.  In West Indianapolis 69% 
of respondents are most concerned with air contamination.  81% of respondents in West 
Indianapolis have encountered air pollution in the study area.  Residents are aware of their 
environmental landscapes and perhaps the intervention of city, state, and federal environmental 
officials in both study areas draws attention to one particular medium.  Soil and air contaminated 
with various chemicals ‗act‘ on residents of the study areas.  By ‗act‘ I refer to the ways in which 
residents not only perceive the contamination and associated health concerns but also the ways in 
which residents respond to the contaminated medium and how responses differ for contaminated 
soil and air.   
 In West Indianapolis where poor air quality is the dominant environmental hazard 
respondents spoke of the ways in which the contaminated air ―makes it hard to breathe‖.  West 
Indianapolis respondents (69%) indicated that they are more concerned about contaminated air as 
opposed to soil or water.  Air pollution is something that residents can often see and even more 
often smell.  Residents see emissions from smoke stacks and vents of industries as well as smoke 
from diesel trucks.  Residents can smell the various chemicals being emitted by a chemical 
manufacturer or the heavy traffic on the nearby interstate.  In West Indianapolis for many years 
residents could even see the ‗fallout‘ of foundry dust on their cars, homes, and even their own 
mucous from the long-running nearby iron foundry (Daimler-Chrysler).  Additionally, residents 
can feel the presence of air pollution as their eyes may burn frequently when outside, or their 
lungs may struggle to process the particulate matter transported via air movements thereby 
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triggering existing asthma conditions or other respiratory issues.  In this way, air pollution 
reveals its polluted form to residents directly, during the course of everyday activities without the 
need for government or corporate notification (although such has come several times over the 
years in West Indianapolis).  However, the nature of the medium, despite acting on the minds 
and bodies of residents, complicates their response.  The dynamic nature of air, with its constant 
motion and mixing with other compounds or other forms of pollution from multiple sources, 
makes it much more complicated to address.  This dynamism, along with the inherent complexity 
of air, including effects of temperature, moisture, wind speed, fate/transport of contaminants, 
makes residents feel as if any attempt to complain about it would be an exercise in frustration.  
As one resident of WI stated ―how do you even begin to figure out from where the pollution is 
coming from‖ (WI Resident Survey Respondent 2010).  Multiple sources of pollution contribute 
to form a hazardous soup of sorts which moves in and through residents and their neighborhoods.   
 While point-source emissions are supposed to be controlled and monitored via various 
government regulatory processes, including permitting programs (which sometimes allow 
objectionable levels), there are accidental or unreported releases which not only present a hazard 
by themselves but through their combination with other industrial emissions as well as 
automobile emissions, etc. produce a hazardous landscape most often tread by low-income 
and/or minority residents.     
 As opposed to air pollution in West Indianapolis, contaminated soil ‗acts‘ on Martindale-
Brightwood residents in such a manner as to draw concern of some residents and even prompt 
formalized environmental activism on their part.  Soil contamination is different than air in how 
it is revealed to residents.  While soil contamination can sometimes be seen, if perhaps a 
hazardous liquid or powder was spilled on surface soil and observed soon thereafter, most often 
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contaminants are contained within the soil particles themselves and invisible to the ‗human eye‘.  
There is no odor associated with it (of course this is possible in rare cases depending upon the 
contaminant involved) and perhaps no immediate physical response such as respiratory problems 
with air pollution.    Because most often no visible or physical warnings are provided to residents 
by contaminated soil, the contaminated soil usually begins to ‗act‘ on residents when it is first 
revealed as harmful by government officials.  In this way, soil problems have to be discovered.  
They are not readily visible to residents.  The nature of soil with its physical structure and 
location changing over large time-scales, as well as its slow chemical transport or 
decomposition, means that once it is contaminated it will likely remain contaminated for an 
extended period of time.  In contrast, air pollution can be seen, smelled, even tasted involuntarily 
thereby triggering an immediate response among residents.  This characteristic of air pollution 
being much more visible than soil contamination can also act on the government itself as visible 
emissions and acute respiratory issues provide government agencies with the initial suspicion 
needed to engage in sampling.  At the same time, the natural mixing and complexity of air 
renders it much more complex than soil to decipher point sources from which the various 
components of the hazardous ‗soup‘ originate. 
 After the initial ‗discovery‘ or notice of contaminated soil, it acts on residents by entering 
their thoughts, drawing out concerns among residents.  Residents‘ thoughts turn to memories of 
experiences on their property recalling how this same soil which has been kicked up, transported 
on shoes, buried underneath fingernails of children has been heavily contaminated.  Residents 
are consuming the gifts of their garden one day, and the next are being instructed by the U.S. 
EPA to not consume any food produced by a garden until confirmatory soil sampling has been 
conducted.  Additionally, residents who garden and consume various fruits and vegetables which 
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they‘ve grown on their property for decades begin to question what effects this may have on 
themselves or family members.   
 Future research is needed to more comprehensively examine differences in environmental 
activism due to the contaminated medium/media at issue.  Additionally, further research is 
needed to call greater attention to the environmental component of the overall context in which 
citizens find themselves.   
 
Conclusion 
 This chapter interrogated the roles of place attachment, social capital, and perceptions in 
prompting environmental activism.  Martindale-Brightwood respondents revealed a stronger 
attachment to place as more residents like living in their area and do not want to leave.  Stocks of 
social capital were similar in many respects as many respondents from both study areas indicated 
they believe their neighbors are friendly and they confide in and ask help from their neighbors 
regularly.  However, a difference in social capital among respondents of the two study areas 
emerged with respect to environmental actions such as attending community meetings and in 
particular, meetings regarding environmental issues.  In addition, church attendance/membership 
was significantly different between Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis.  These 
differences contribute towards the different levels of social capital which in turn contribute 
towards the development of environmental action.   
The form of action taken by residents regarding environmental hazards in their area 
begins with simply placing a complaint with the City of Indianapolis or the State of Indiana.  
However, the percentage of respondents who have complained was similar in both study areas 
(MB 39% and WI 36%) potentially indicating that such complaints often do not produce any 
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results discernable to the resident.  As one resident said ―there‘s nothing we can do about it, they 
(the environmental hazards) were here first‖.  Another resident of West Indianapolis remarked 
that ―I‘ve complained and they (the City) respond by explaining that just because it smells bad 
doesn‘t mean it‘s illegal‖.  However, as illustrated by the 76% of respondents from West 
Indianapolis who would move out of the area if possible its residents want to leave the area.  As 
one resident West Indianapolis described there is ―a lot of hopelessness and lack of pride in 
people‘s property.‖  While hopelessness was mentioned by one Martindale-Brightwood resident 
during an interview this sentiment was not expressed by others interviewed or surveyed.  The 
seemingly broad lack of hope produced in part by the apparent lack of interest on the part of the 
city to ‗revitalize‘ West Indianapolis stifles the generation of any broad collective effort among 
neighbors in West Indianapolis.  However, it should be noted that this hopelessness among 
residents could also reflect such conditions as high unemployment, crime, etc.         
 Place attachment and social capital are complex bundles of emotions, meanings, and 
histories produced and continuously altered by social, economic, political, and environmental 
forces.  These bundled assemblages of meaning and relationships can be deciphered through 
questions directed at the ways these entities play out among residents and institutions.  The 
questions posed in this project revealed significant differences between the study areas in terms 
of place attachment with many more respondents in Martindale-Brightwood reporting a strong 
affinity for the neighborhood despite its negative characteristics, environmental or otherwise.  
Many more Martindale-Brightwood respondents had no interest in leaving the area even if they 
were able.  These are strong indicators of attachment to place among residents.   
Place attachment in MB must be considered within the appropriate context as Martindale-
Brightwood residents have experienced a long history of race-based exclusion which created a 
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―separate‖ social, economic, and political space.  The race-based exclusion endured by 
Martindale-Brightwood residents over the last 100 years has contributed toward the ‗us/them‘ 
mentality often seen in activist areas.  As one resident, a member of the MBEJC commented, ―of 
course it‘s about race‖.  On several occasions attendees at MBEJC meetings used language such 
as ―they‘ll (the City) never come down here (MB)‖ or ―go up to north Meridian (high-income, 
white area) and see if they have to deal with this (environmental hazards)‖.  The historical 
isolation of the African-American community in Indianapolis, particularly in areas such as 
Martindale-Brightwood, combined with the forced ‗us/them‘ perspective have led to the 
production of a distinct cultural identity.  Senior residents of the community recall memories of 
what the area used to look like before the broader civil rights era prompted social integration of 
African-Americans in Indianapolis.  Many years of racist exclusion of African-Americans from 
the broader socio-economic landscape of Indianapolis forced the African-American community 
to provide many of its own social and economic supports.  The memories of these times while 
blatantly racist are often recounted by senior residents of Martindale-Brightwood in a 
romanticized fashion.  One example of this can be seen in the movie called ‗Reviving the Spirit‘ 
produced locally and aired on the public broadcasting station in Indianapolis.  In the film several 
residents recall the ‗better days‘ of Martindale-Brightwood as a close-knit community of 
employed, proud, and neighborly residents.  At the same time one resident, profiled in the film, 
and interviewed as part of this research project recalled the racism when stating how ‗we knew 
not to cross certain streets and if we had to then we always brought more of us because we could 
fight better‘.  However, the notion of a ‗better time‘ was stated often by senior residents during 
interviews as well as at meetings of the MBEJC.  It is these memories that dually act to foster 
both place attachment and social capital.    
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  Study area residents provided perceptions of the their environmental landscapes, 
revealing differences among residents of the two study areas in terms of whether the 
environmental pollution of their area has affected their lives and whether the response of the 
government was poor.  These perceptions also included understandings of the area‘s pollution as 
being associated with negative health outcomes among either themselves or their neighbors.  The 
interesting aspect of this collection of perceptions is that the community with no collective action 
(WI) has a greater percentage of respondents who feel pollution has affected their lives, that 
West Indianapolis has more environmental issues than other areas of Indianapolis, and that the 
government‘s response has been poor.   In this sense, perceptions do not immediately appear to 
have a significant connection with one‘s decision to become a part of a collective environmental 
action.  However, this contradiction could be related to the contaminated as air pollution is 
constant, experienced on a daily basis, moves around and is difficult to control.  People perceive 
the pollution but feel they can‘t do anything about it.  Regarding environmental activism or 
action Martindale-Brightwood residents were much more likely to attend a community meeting 
or a meeting/protest regarding environmental issues.  The key difference between the study areas 
in terms of activism is educational attainment, a variable demonstrated by Wakefield, et al. 
(2001) as being a factor in producing an increased rate of action-taking regarding environmental 
issues.  71% of Martindale-Brightwood respondents hold a high school diploma or more as 
compared to only 55% of respondents in West Indianapolis.   
 This investigation has revealed how differences in place attachment, social 
capital, and perceptions can contribute towards the development of collective environmental 
activism within a neighborhood.  Within a discussion of perceptions this research examined how 
the contaminated medium influences the perceptions and actions of residents.  The different 
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contaminated media play a differential role in prompting additional concern and environmental 
activism.  While soil contamination is perceived as being controllable and removable residents 
often perceive air pollution as too complex to comprehensively address. The local environmental 
context in which residents live likely determines the medium with which they are most 
concerned but also determines how they may ‗act‘ in response to the contamination.    Future 
research should further interrogate the role of the contaminated medium in environmental 
activism, both through residents‘ encounters with the medium and their perceptions of health 
risks.  The next chapter introduces and discusses an additional force which plays a role in 
prompting (or discouraging) activism among residents, government and non-governmental 
institutions.   
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Chapter 7 Politics of Pollution:  Government and Non-Governmental Influence on 
Community-Based Environmental Activism 
―You haven‘t done justice yet‖ 
(Former Martindale-Brightwood Reverend speaking to the U.S. EPA) 
 
 
The activities of businesses and governmental and non-governmental institutions 
continually shape and re-shape urban landscapes (Smith 1984; Harvey 1996; Wilson 2009; 
Heynen, et al. 2007).  Indianapolis, Indiana is no exception to this rule.  Uneven intervention by 
local businesses and institutions combined with the unequal distribution of resources that results 
from such interventions have contributed towards the development of environmentally unjust 
communities and to the unfair treatment of such areas through processes like manipulation, co-
optation, and ‗revitalization‘.  The two study areas have endured different and multiple 
interactions with governmental and non-governmental institutions, resulting in different 
responses to their respective ‗natures‘ (Gandy 2003; Colten 2005).   
The City of Indianapolis has long focused on promoting growth within its downtown core 
(Wilson 1991).  As a result of this, the outlying neighborhoods have often been neglected by the 
City.   Wilson (1991) describes this approach as the ―ideology of downtown redevelopment and 
gentrification‖ (1991, 410).  This ideology is promoted via conservative pro-growth coalitions – 
local power structures consisting of property owners, elites and corporate interests, along with 
pro-development city agencies.  These coalitions play a central role in community development 
in Indianapolis (id).  The City of Indianapolis practices a particularly unique spatiality in its 
community development efforts, which serves to promote corporate interests and to attract new 
investment and well-paid, highly-educated residents to the downtown core.   These processes 
ultimately produce a distinct pattern of uneven investment across the city that is evident in the 
rapid gentrification and redevelopment of some neighborhoods and the decline of others (Wilson 
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1989, 1991).  As a result, particular areas like West Indianapolis endure a holding pattern in 
which city funding dwindles and the interests of local corporations take center stage.  West 
Indianapolis struggles to create any new residential development as the city discourages it by 
promoting greater industrial/commercial development.   In contrast, the city government has 
recently gained interest in investing within the Martindale-Brightwood neighborhood as residents 
there (through the MBEJC) have called for a greater response to their concerns.  Additionally, 
Martindale-Brightwood is positioned immediately adjacent to a neighborhood (Fall Creek Place) 
which has undergone rapid development and gentrification over the last decade.         
This chapter reveals these interactions by introducing the various organizations, 
governmental and non-governmental alike, operating within each study area.  In particular, I 
discuss how governmental, quasi-governmental (Community Development Corporations), and 
non-governmental organizations approach local environmental issues.  This includes a discussion 
of how the involvement (or lack thereof) of such organizations can impact the production and 
eventual discovery of environmental contamination.  Additionally, I examine how these 
organizations either engage or disengage residents regarding environmental issues, how they 
interact with residents to either facilitate or deter environmental activism.  I also examine the 
City‘s planning and redevelopment initiatives within each study area and how the City has 
approached and continues to approach each study area.      
This chapter begins with a discussion of the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental 
Justice Collaborative, which includes discussion of the U.S. EPA‘s role.  It then considers the 
role of Community Development Corporations, and then the City of Indianapolis government 
including its brownfields department and its historical and future plans for each study area.  In 
particular, the recent emphasis on ‗sustainability‘ is examined with respect to the City‘s plans for 
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Martindale-Brightwood.   The final section considers the roles of private business corporations in 
influencing the development of environmental activism in each study area.  
 
Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative 
Among the multitude of social and community-based organizations in Martindale-
Brightwood, the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative (MBEJC) was a 
primary motivation for this research project.  The MBEJC was formed in 2006 by a Reverend of 
a neighborhood church along with a handful of other longtime MB residents.  The mission of the 
group is: 
To serve as champions and advocates for the residents of the Martindale-
Brightwood against environmental hazards and injustice that have an impact on 
the health and wellness of the community 
 
The group was formed initially in response to the discovery of elevated concentrations of lead in 
surface soil in many residential properties in the area as well as trichloroethylene (TCE)in the 
groundwater, however, because the area is on city water lines (there are no private drinking 
water wells) the groundwater issue was not seen as a threat to human health or the environment 
(IDEM Fact Sheet 2005).   
 The discovery of lead was made through phase I environmental site assessments 
conducted as part of a standard commercial real estate transaction.  The property that Scott 
United Methodist Church would eventually acquire was previously the site of a former chrome 
finishing company that disposed of its hazardous waste in a hole in the ground on the site.  The 
Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM) was notified of the contamination 
and began its own assessment process in 2004.  This process entailed initial surface soil sampling 
conducted using an X-Ray Fluorescence (XRF) meter which is capable of detecting metals in 
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soil.  After such initial field-testing revealed elevated levels of lead within surface soil, IDEM 
then conducted extensive sampling of surface soil at over 200 residences and then conducted 
laboratory analyses to assess concentrations of lead and other hazardous chemicals.  The 
sampling approach of IDEM was based on identifying  the likely area of deposition of lead from 
the National Lead explosion, and then conducting XRF testing in the field of soil samples from 
locations in that area.  After struggling with the responsible party (National Lead, Inc.) over the 
extent of required remediation, IDEM transferred the site to the authority of the U.S. EPA 
Region 5 office in Chicago, Illinois.  The U.S. EPA then coordinated a sampling event done in 
partnership with National Lead‘s environmental contractor.  This is referred to as ‗dual 
sampling‘ and is commonly practiced as a way for both government and industry to acquire the 
same results without debate.  U.S. EPA came to an agreement with National Lead to remediate 
220 residential properties with elevated levels of lead in surface soil.  As Reverend Wilkins 
recalls ―EPA made a deal with this company (American Lead) and they only came in and took 
care of 10% of the properties that were contaminated.‖  While the figure 10% is not based on any 
technical assessment or confirmatory sampling, it is in fact the case that there are many 
remaining residences with elevated levels of lead in soil that have not been remediated. Though 
these sites have lead concentrations below U.S. EPA and IDEM action levels, the lead hazard 
still exists.  In order to estimate the likely direction and distance of potential deposition of the 
lead emitted by the latest (1971) explosion the U.S. EPA evaluated historical meteorological 
data.  The result, as explained by Reverend Wilkins,  was that ‖they (U.S. EPA) looked at the 
day of the explosion to see which direction the wind was blowing but you know that stuff (lead) 
was going all over the place for years after.‖  Additionally, there is likely contamination 
associated with earlier explosions at the National Lead site.   
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Several residents of Martindale-Brightwood, including Reverend Wilkins, continued to 
push the state and federal agencies for inclusion and transparency.  Out of this small group of 
residents voicing their concerns developed the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice 
Collaborative (MBEJC).  According to Reverend Wilkins, the collaborative was formed with a 
tremendous amount of assistance from a local community service organization called ―Making 
Connections‖.  Making Connections provided the newly formed collaborative a link to networks 
of environmental groups in Indianapolis as well as to potential funding mechanisms.  Reverend 
Wilkins describes their interaction by explaining how ―Making Connections sent someone over 
and said ―this is what we can do…they told us the things we need to help organize our 
effort…they were really sharp people who knew how to organize, and had experience mobilizing 
people.‖ 
This interaction led MBEJC to partner with an Indianapolis organization titled Improving 
Kids‘ Environment (IKE).  IKE is a not-for-profit 501I(3) organization focused primarily on 
education and assistance for residents who face environmental threats to children‘s health, 
especially threats from  lead-based paint.  IKE was founded in 1999 by a former high-ranking 
employee of the Indiana Department of Environmental Management.   The Board of Directors 
comprises academics and former state and federal environmental agencies.   IKE provided the 
MBEJC with regulatory insights, as well as technical expertise and a significant link to potential 
funding mechanisms via regulatory bodies.    
During its first few years the MBEJC (before formally taking this name) pressed for 
information from the U.S. EPA Region V office and IDEM regarding the widespread lead 
contamination and eventual remediation efforts.  Reverend Wilkins played a key role, even 
hosting the community meetings which IDEM and the U.S. EPA held with residents of 
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Martindale-Brightwood in Scott Methodist Church (U.S. EPA Press Release 2005).  During this 
time the National Lead contamination issue was the primary issue for this small group of 
residents.  Reverend Wilkins summarizes the site by stating that ―the lead smelting plant had 
several explosions but after the explosion in 1971 the plant was closed and nothing had been 
done about the lead.‖   
In 2006 the group formalized its efforts by becoming the MBEJC.  Shortly thereafter, in 
2007, remediation efforts were completed in the area.  However, the members of the MBEJC, as 
well as other residents were concerned that several areas which had elevated levels of lead in soil 
were not remediated simply because of the compromised agreement between the responsible 
party (National Lead) and the U.S. EPA (Rev. Wilkins interview 2010).  The MBEJC met 
regularly not only to discuss their efforts to push for better and more widespread cleanup of lead 
contamination, but  also to foster a new forum in which to discuss other environmental issues 
that they observed in their neighborhood.  However, the efforts of Reverend Wilkins encountered 
many obstacles.  Even the Reverend himself initially did not want to become involved in fighting 
environmental issues.  As he recalls ―it was a God thing, it certainly wasn‘t something that I 
wanted to do.‖  The Reverend remembered approaching the community early in the process after 
TCE in the groundwater and lead in the soil had been discovered:  ―I went to the community 
neighborhood organizations and I said ―we have this problem, people were aware of that but the 
community didn‘t want anything to do with it.‖  The Reverend further recalls: 
 I thought this contamination was an injustice so I kept looking into it and 
I developed relationships with the City‘s brownfields coordinator and we talked 
about some development that the city wanted to do in the neighborhood, and I had 
a relationship with a couple of people with the County Health Department and 
they had been trying to get something done about the cleanup in the 
neighborhood. 
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This illustrates the relationships that Reverend Wilkins was able to develop with some 
city and county government officials.  These relationships with governmental and non-
governmental organizations were critical to the MBEJC‘s initial and continued success.  Without 
these relationships in place the MBEJC would have been left with one option that being the 
chaotic disruptive protest form of activism which has often been muted in Indianapolis (see 
Chapter 4 for discussion on African-American activism in Indianapolis).  It also reveals that the 
Marion County Health Department was already investigating the lead issue in Martindale-
Brightwood, as well as other environmental hazards, without the knowledge of residents.  
However, the relationships Reverend Wilkins developed were not entirely borne out of a cordial 
collaboration but rather a more confrontational approach.  Reverend Wilkins confirmed that he 
held the ―ears of city officials, IDEM, and EPA before the formalization but it was 
confrontational, they wanted me to shut up and stop going to the media but after we organized, 
we were sitting around the table talking a different kind of language.‖  The media to which the 
Reverend refers is a local TV news reporter who happened to be a member of Scott United 
Methodist Church. Reverend Wilkins told her about the environmental issues at the site and in 
the neighborhood and the news station ran a story.  The MBEJC, as led by Rev. Wilkins, 
recognized that ―the formal process is needed, if rallies are all you do then you‘re fighting a 
losing battle…you have to make connections behind closed doors because they may not want 
people to know you‘re talking…they weren‘t coming to the rallies, they wouldn‘t talk to me until 
I got on TV‖ (Rev. Wilkins).   While the initial confrontational approach gained the attention of 
city, county, state, and federal officials, it also had negative outcomes for the church.  As 
Reverend Wilkins explains ―we were being confrontational and so there were people who didn‘t 
want their church out there and people thinking this is a radical church and that‘s one of the 
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reasons why I wanted the community to do it and not my church.‖  Much in line with Pierce‘s 
―Polite Protest‖ (1999) the African-American residents within Martindale-Brightwood and 
nearby ―didn‘t want to stir things up‖ (Wilkins interview).  The more cooperative and legalistic 
form of action was also supported by the City‘s Brownfields Redevelopment Coordinator who 
commented during an interview for this research that ―if you just yell at us (city officials) you‘ll 
get nowhere‖.   
In an attempt to increase its membership the MBEJC leadership reached out to other 
communities dealing with environmental issues, including West Indianapolis.  However, the 
MBEJC was seen as radical and as ―some angry people‖ (WIDC Executive Director) and outside 
residents avoided working with the MBEJC.  In addition to difficulties in forming unions with 
people outside the MB area, the MBEJC encountered many difficulties in its own area.  In 
particular, the MBEJC sent out surveys to gauge residents‘ concerns, and to learn of health issues 
possibly linked to environmental hazards.  However, there was a very low response rate from 
residents.  Reverend Wilkins as corroborated by residents interviewed, heard concerns from 
residents about potential damage caused by drawing attention to the environmental issues in MB.  
Residents worried that publicizing environmental hazards would only serve to further reduce the 
already low property values in the area.   
After seeking and establishing a link with IKE, the MBEJC applied for a U.S.EPA 
Community Action for Remediation of the Environment (CARE) Program grant in late 2008.  
IKE served as the grantee since it is a not-for-profit organization.  Despite being encouraged to 
do so by some members of IKE, the MBEJC members did not want to apply for and receive 
501(c)(3) status (IKE Member Interview 2010).  According to the IKE member ―nobody wanted 
the responsibility that goes along with it (being a 501(c)(3) organization)‖(IKE Member 
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Interview 2010).  Therefore, IKE agreed to apply as the grantee in partnership with the MBEJC.  
In 2009 IKE and the MBEJC were awarded a $97,840 CARE Grant from the U.S. EPA.  The 
competitive CARE grant was created by the U.S. EPA to provide the following benefits for 
grantee (www.epa.gov/care/index.htm):  
 Compile and analyze environmental data 
 Hold workshops for the community on environmental health topics 
 Build organizational capacity to effectively address environmental issues 
 Prioritize the most critical environmental health issues 
The U.S. EPA promotes the CARE Grant Program as a way ―to "build the capacity of 
communities to understand and take effective actions at the local level to address existing 
environmental concerns in all environmental media‖ (U.S. EPA CARE Program).   The MBEJC 
proposed to use these funds to investigate and rank environmental health priorities within the 
neighborhood.   
‗Environmental Health‘ was defined by the MBEJC and adopted on June 18, 2009, in 
conjunction with its partner (IKE) as: 
Protection against environmental factors that may adversely impact physical or 
mental human health or the ecological balances essential to long-term human 
health and environmental quality, whether in the natural or man-made 
environment. 
 
Shortly before receiving the U.S. EPA grant the MBEJC was awarded a $27,000 grant from the 
United Methodist Church Federation.  This money was used to host an environmental justice 
conference in March 2009.  The conference included a presentation by nationally renowned 
activist Majora Carter, founder and former Director of Sustainable South Bronx, a New York-
based environmental group supporting training of residents for ‗green industry‘ jobs among other 
services.  The sense of both the importance of religion/churches and the prevalence of 
brownfields were revealed in conference sessions, which included a brownfields session and a 
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‗greening our congregations‘ session.  The creation of an environmental justice conference is 
indicative of the level of concern among the MBEJC members and concerned residents regarding 
the environmental injustice within Martindale-Brightwood.  In addition, it demonstrates the 
financial benefits to the MBEJC by way of its relationship with IKE.  A portion of the CARE 
grant funding was used to hire an environmental consultant.  The task of the environmental 
consultant was to perform an environmental site assessment of the entire Martindale-Brightwood 
community.  This included compiling an inventory of all sites within the area which are in 
current IDEM or U.S. EPA databases, including spills/releases, standard regulatory oversight, 
cleanup actions, brownfield sites, etc.  In addition, this included an assessment of the historical 
operations in the area which would contribute toward potential environmental issues at sites.  
The effort essentially consisted of a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment for an entire 
neighborhood.  Provided to MBEJC in 2010, the report discussed site concerns as well as 
environmental issues in various media (soil, air, water) throughout the area.   
 Data provided in the report enabled the MBEJC and concerned residents to more broadly 
see the environmental landscape of the area.  This environmental assessment was part of the first 
stage of utilizing the CARE grant funding.  The MBEJC with IKE, through a contract awarded to 
the environmental consultant IWM, Inc. set out to gather and inventory data on environmental 
and health issues in Martindale-Brightwood.  The funding for this first stage ended in fall 2010.   
‗Share the Vision‘ meetings initially were held every month and then ultimately every other 
month in a several venues in Martindale-Brightwood.  The MBEJC first began meeting at the 
ScottUnitedMethodistChurch, however, after Rev. Wilkins was reassigned to a church outside of 
Indianapolis, the group began meeting at the Brightwood branch of the Marion County Public 
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Library system.  More recently the MBEJC has been able to utilize a former public school (#37) 
in the community for their meeting space. 
 On April 16, 2009 the MBEJC held its CARE ‗kick-off‘ meeting to discuss the goals of 
the MBEJC and how it plans to reach them via two different levels (rounds) of funding from the 
U.S. EPA.  The Martindale-Brightwood neighborhood was described at this meeting as 1) ―a 
heavily industrial neighborhood with past and present environmental issues‖, and 2) ―a 
community of strong neighborhoods, strong faith and residents committed to improvement‖ 
(CARE Kickoff Meeting 4-16-2009).  These descriptions addressed the environmental history of 
the area as well as the place of religion (i.e. church) within Martindale-Brightwood.  This was 
the beginning of Level 1 for the CARE grant process, with this first level requiring the applicants 
(here MBEJC and IKE) to ―organize and create a collaborative partnership to reduce toxics in 
their local environment, and develop a prioritized plan (MBEJC CARE Kick-off)‖.  The MBEJC 
in partnership with IKE held several educational meetings for residents.  The meetings included 
such informational topics as gardening in areas of potential lead contamination, including which 
vegetables/fruits to plant because of the least amount of potential absorption of lead by the 
plants, as well as how to report illegal dumping in the area, and  resources available to address 
lead-based paint hazards in homes.  A challenge to the MBEJC during its regular meetings was 
to improve attendance and more broadly participation, be it in the form of complaints submitted 
to the City or calls to industries, etc.   
  MBEJC received a great deal of assistance from faculty and students at a local 
university, Indiana University – Purdue University at Indianapolis (IUPUI).  The City of 
Indianapolis‘ Brownfields Redevelopment Coordinator was contacted by a faculty member from 
the School of Public and Environmental Affairs (SPEA), and a project was developed whereby 
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graduate students would eventually conduct an inventory of data on lead contamination in 
Martindale-Brightwood.  An additional graduate student exercise assessed the incidence and 
form of illegal dumping.  The close relationship which the MBEJC and IKE had developed with 
the Brownfields Coordinator was critically important in creating this academic partnership.  In 
contrast to MB, West Indianapolis residents enjoyed no such partnership with academic 
researchers.   
 During the level 1 funding phase the MBEJC and IKE invited key agency staff from the 
city and county to present information about the environmental conditions of the area, 
environmental health issues in the area and what particular agencies are doing to address both 
environmental and broader social justice issues in the community such as infrastructure 
improvements, commercial redevelopment, crime, etc.  During 2010 the MBEJC met six times, 
every other month.  In addition, as part of its Level I EPA CARE Grant funding the MBEJC and 
IKE were obligated to provide workshops for the community.  Through 2009 and 2010 the 
following workshops were conducted in Martindale-Brightwood: 
Brownfields Workshops 2009, 2010 
Gardening Workshop Jan. 2010 
Air Pollution Feb. 2010 
Tree Planting and Neighborhood Cleanup April 2010 
Environmental Health and Illegal Dumping May 2010 
Cleanup day with city (100 tons of trash picked up) April 2011 
 
Regarding environmental health, the Marion County Health Department and the Indiana 
Department of Health both visited MBEJC meetings.  These meetings often reminded residents 
of the disproportionate burdens being endured by MB residents in terms of environmental 
hazards, health issues, and general deprivation (Environmental Health Workshop 2010; 
Gardening Workshop 2010).  The Marion County Health Department (2009) prepared a health 
profile for the neighborhood providing the following findings:  
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 Benzene and other air toxins have been found in Martindale Brightwood at unhealthy levels 
above the EPA cancer benchmark. 
 Levels of fine particles in the air have fallen over time and now meet current particulate matter 
standards, but the outdoor air likely ‗won't meet new federal standards designed to protect 
public health. 
 Eight to nine percent of blood tests of children conducted in the neighborhood show 
elevated blood-lead levels, which can lower a ch‘ld's attention span, IQ, and reading 
scores.   
 The Martindale Brightwood neighborhood has 58 commercial or industrial properties that are 
abandoned or underutilized and 84 additional sites are a concern. Thirteen brownfield 
properties have been cleaned up or redeveloped. 
 Martindale Brightwood represents less than 1 percent of the land area in MarionCounty, yet 
accounts for 12-13 percent of all illegal dumping service requests for the county. 
 According to the Marion County Health Department, the Martindale Brightwood 
neighborhood – when compared to MarionCounty as a whole – has higher rates of lead 
poisoning in children and higher rates of hospitalization for diabetes, asthma, bronchitis & 
other respiratory diseases. 
However, one note regarding the Health Department‘s ―Martindale-Brightwood Neighborhood 
Profile‖ (May 3, 2010) is that the calculations of health incidents were based only at zip code 
level while Martindale-Brightwood is a smaller area than a zip code.  
The MBEJC, in partnership again with IKE, set out to prepare an application for funding 
via a second round of CARE grants being disbursed by the U.S. EPA.  According to the U.S. 
EPAlevel 2 funding is to be used by ‗communities to take action to reduce the environmental 
health threats they have identified and prioritized in level 1‖ (www.epa.gov/care).  In creating an 
‗Action Plan‘ as part of its CARE grant process the MBEJC met with residents and through a 
process of prioritizing and ranking by the residents and collaborative members it was decided 
that the following four issues (in order of importance) would be the priorities for the MBEJC 
going forward as it applies for a second round of CARE grant funding from the U.S. EPA. 
1. Code Violations and Abandoned Homes/Properties 
2. Illegal Dumping 
3. Air Pollution 
4. Lead Poisoning from Soil and Paints 
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However, these rankings, produced within one meeting attended by approximately 30 residents 
differ from the findings of the resident survey conducted for this research project.  Within 
Martindale-Brightwood 63% of study participants indicated environmental concerns (lead in soil, 
lead paint, air pollution) as their first concern.  In addition, 63% of respondents also indicated 
that they feel pollution in their neighborhood has affected their lives negatively.  39% of 
respondents have complained to the city or state about environmental issues.     
A consistent feature of the IKE-led MBEJC meetings and presentations is the discussion 
of what residents can do in their personal lives and in their homes to improve the conditions of 
the local environment.  Such workshops as the May 9, 2010 Gardening Workshop taught 
residents ―how to control weeds, unclog drains, and control household pests without the use of 
toxic chemicals.‖  In addition, residents at this meeting also ―learned how chemicals commonly 
used in our homes can trigger asthma attacks or allergic reactions‖ (IKE May 9, 2010).  These 
workshops and presentations provide information to residents; however, in terms of 
environmental activism, the emphasis on personal behaviors indirectly sends a message to 
residents that they themselves are contributing toward their own hazardous environmental 
landscape.  Residents who complain of air pollution triggering asthma attacks are told to 
consider what products they use in their homes as these may be what truly trigger such asthma 
issues.  In addition, the instructions regarding weeds and clogged drains imply residents‘ lack of 
care for their properties as opposed to discussing properties that are left unkempt and ignored by 
the city.  Health problems are blamed on individual behaviors, rather than on environmental 
hazards rooted in the local political economy. 
 However, this emphasis on the individual scale does not mean that the MBEJC and IKE 
failed to urge the city to respond to environmental issues.  In fact, in late 2010 the MBEJC and 
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IKE, through their ‗community ranking‘ meeting results, prepared a 13-point resolution 
summarizing the primary environmental issues with which they are concerned and presented it to  
Mayor Ballard, the mayor of Indianapolis, in March 2011 (Appendix C ―13-Point Environmental 
Justice Declaration‖ ).  While the Mayor‘s response was ―less than enthusiastic‖ according to an 
IKE member, the Mayor directed the group to ―work closely with their city-council 
representatives‖ (April 2011 MBEJC/IKE Meeting).  Even more recently MBEJC/IKE provided 
meeting attendees with a constructed letter regarding illegal dumping for residents to sign and 
send to their City Council representatives (IKE MBEJC web site).   
Of particular note with regards to the 13-point resolution (Appendix C) is that lead-
contaminated soil is not mentioned anywhere in the two page resolution.  This resolution was 
produced as a result of funding awarded to the MBEJC (and in turn IKE) from the U.S. EPA.  
The initial creation of the MBEJC was to address the lead-contaminated soil in the neighborhood 
and push for the EPA and the responsible party, NL Industries (formerly National Lead) to 
―finish the job‖ (Rev. Wilkins, Interview).  The lead-contaminated soil was directly identified as 
an issue of concern by 44% of the MB respondents in the survey conducted for this dissertation 
research.  In addition, interviews and comments from MBEJC meetings indicate a continued 
concern for soil contaminated with lead in the area.  This directly conflicts with the 13-point 
resolution.  When asked about this difference, the IKE Executive Director indicated that ―we 
can‘t very well use EPA money to ask EPA to finish what they started‖ (Interview 2010).  This 
illustrates the complex web of intervening organizations and associated power relations which 
the MBEJC (and IKE) must negotiate as part of their environmental activism and which leave 
them hesitant to criticize the lead remediation process in MB.  IKE serves as the grantee sponsor 
and due to its own inner conflicts between members, as well as the fact that several members 
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worked at the EPA, IKE often appears to dictate and lead the efforts of the MBEJC.  In addition, 
residents must endure the U.S. EPA‘s role as not only enforcer of environmental noncompliance 
in the area but also negotiator with the responsible party, and ultimately, the primary funding 
source of the MBEJC.  Complicating matters further and influencing actions of the MBEJC are 
the community development corporation and the City of Indianapolis‘ government.  These two 
influencing forces are examined next.     
 
Community Development Corporations in Indianapolis, Indiana 
 There are 14 community development corporations (CDCs) within Indianapolis, Indiana, 
with 13 of the 14 located either within or near the City‘s Center Township (Figure 7.1).  The 
CDCs were created to offer a more localized venue for implementing redevelopment efforts.  As 
Wilson (2009) discussed, the CDCs in Indianapolis are intimately tied to the City of Indianapolis 
and as such, the CDCs often act as extensions of the city government itself.  In this way, 
initiatives and services offered by the CDCs predominantly focus on the desired and uneven 
injection of capital in the form of infrastructure, commercial/industrial development, and 
associated jobs into certain communities. 
 
Martindale-Brightwood CDC 
The Martindale-Brightwood Community Development Corporation (MBCDC) has long 
been closely associated with the MBEJC.  The MBCDC often has current staff members attend 
MBEJC meetings and has its staff present information to MBEJC attendees regarding various 
initiatives and services offered by the MBCDC, including lead-based paint removal and home 
repair grants/loans.  In addition, the MBCDC provides an office for the MBEJC, and early in the 
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development of the collaborative, its meetings were held in the MBCDC offices.  The direct link 
between the CDC and the City of Indianapolis fostered a more formal discussion between the 
MBEJC and the City.  In its spring 2009 ‗Beacon‘ newsletter, the MBCDC wrote that 
―neighborhood associations offer residents the collective voice necessary to advocate upon a 
variety of issues, while greatly improving two-way communication between the City and 
residents.‖  One board member of the MBEJC was at one time the Board President of the 
MBCDC.  This is indicative of the seamless connection between the CDC and the MBEJC.  The 
close contact and cooperation with the CDC has greatly influenced the MBEJC‘s actions.  This 
relationship has acted as a muting force through its formalized actions and interactions with the 
city government.  The presence of key participants who first served on the CDC board and now 
on the MBEJC board has more deeply engrained an ethic of formalized legalistic action within 
the MBEJC. 
 
West Indianapolis CDC         
In West Indianapolis the local CDC has also had an important influence of environmental 
activism.  West Indianapolis Development Corporation (WIDC) was formed in 1992 by a group 
of four residents.  The WIDC came to be after two local professors had sent out letters to people 
and called a meeting to discuss the changes occurring in West Indianapolis in the early 1990s. 
The WIDC has been focused extensively on grant/loan programs for the improvement and 
provision of housing in the West Indianapolis area.  West Indianapolis has other neighborhood 
organizations.  One such group is the West Indianapolis Neighborhood Congress (WINC) which 
has on occasion discussed environmental concerns at meetings over the years, according to the 
WIDC staff.  A unique position of the WIDC is that a portion of its funding comes from Eli Lilly 
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Company (via the Lilly Endowment Fund), one of the largest employers in all of Indianapolis as 
well as a company with a history of contributing to the environmental issues within West 
Indianapolis.  In addition, as with the MBCDC, the WIDC too is funded, in part, by the City of 
Indianapolis HUD funds.   
One aspect of the West Indianapolis Development Corporation, which was revealed 
during an interview with the Executive Director of the WIDC, is the apparent desire to draw 
focus away from environmental hazards endured by residents rather than shed light on them.  
While discussing the environmental hazards located in West Indianapolis the WIDC staff first 
seemed to downplay environmental issues by explaining that ―really it (environmental hazards) 
rings the neighborhood so it‘s not necessarily down the street‖ as if being enclosed by hazards is 
better than being two houses down.  Additionally, in comparing West Indianapolis residents to 
residents of Martindale-Brightwood and the environmental activism therein the WIDC Director 
stated that ―we (WI residents) tend to be a little calmer here‖. 
When the U.S. EPA held a meeting in West Indianapolis to present findings of its most 
recent Air Toxics Assessment (Feb 2010) the WIDC provided EPA ‗fact sheets‘ to schools in the 
area.  As one WIDC staff member recalled ―We thought our biggest success was that when we 
did our EPA meeting there were so few people who showed up…kids took them home from 
school.‖  While first taking a position that the environmental issues here are no different than 
anywhere else in the City, WIDC staff went to explain how ―the history of environmental issues 
plays into everything‖ they do in terms of property acquisitions and plans for redevelopment led 
by the WIDC.  The WIDC deals with environmental issues frequently as part of such attempted 
property transactions and in terms of developing future use plans.  As WIDC staff explained in 
reference to negotiating the extensive industrial development and associated environmental 
156 
 
hazards while simultaneously supporting residential land uses:  The WIDC is  ―trying to make 
sure we at least keep what [residential]  land we have and not lose it anymore (to industrial 
development)…we try to keep the safe places for housing‖.          
 
 
Figure 7.1.TRI sites in 2009 and CDCs. 
 
City of Indianapolis Government 
―There‘s this fear that if we make too much noise then the city won‘t do the things they‘re 
talking about doing in the community regarding other things‖ (MBEJC Founder) 
 
The above quote opens up this discussion of how the government of Indianapolis has 
directly and indirectly influenced the differential environmental activism among residents of the 
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two study areas.  In MB, the city has directly exerted influence through various presentations by 
city agency officials at the MBEJC meetings.  The Marion County Health Department has 
participated in numerous meetings, including presentations about health issues in MB as 
compared to the rest of the city.  More directly, the City‘s Brownfields Coordinator has long 
been involved in regular meetings of the MBEJC, primarily informing residents of brownfields 
present within the neighborhood and any progress made in brownfields redevelopment.  This 
relationship is logical given that the MB area houses the largest number of brownfields in 
Indianapolis.  However, the degree of interaction between the Brownfields Coordinator and the 
MBEJC has directed attention towards a very particular remedy, that being brownfields 
redevelopment, which focuses on economic redevelopment for job creation.  This redevelopment 
has often involved attracting a new form of industry to a former brownfield.   
 
Saved by Sustainability? 
The latest emphasis of the city of Indianapolis‘ environmental policy is sustainability.    
The most frequently used definition of sustainability was drafted over two decades ago for The 
Brundtland Report (1987) and reads as the ability to ―meet the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs‖ (U.N. Brundtland 1987, 
51).  During the 1990s and in the past decade, many cities have begun to embrace the notion of 
‗sustainable development‘ which fosters social, economic, and environmental conditions that 
provide a greater quality of life for residents.  Such ‗greening‘ of a city is also viewed as 
profitable as it leads to development of housing and buildings which are ‗green‘ thereby 
producing an image of both an economically-productive and environmentally-friendly city.   
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In 2008, the City of Indianapolis laid out a project area ¾-mile wide and called this a 
Smart Growth Redevelopment District (SGRD).  The center of the SGRD is located in the 
western portion of Martindale-Brightwood with the district encompassing much of MB.  The 
SGRD is the area designated as one of five brownfields pilot areas in the country under the 
Partnership for Sustainable Communities Program created in 2009 by the U.S. EPA, U.S. DOT, 
and U.S. HUD.  The goal of this Partnership Program is to ―support development that is more 
efficient and sustainable‖ (U.S. EPA Press Release Jan 2011).   The term ‗livability‘ comes up 
often in the discussion of this program with a goal being to link housing, transit, and brownfields 
to create a sustainable community.  In its efforts to address transit and housing issues in the City 
of Indianapolis, the City‘s government created a program called ―Rebuild Indy‖, an initiative 
offered by Mayor Ballard, which would address infrastructure improvements such as streets, 
sidewalks, and bridges.  Some of these infrastructure projects have already begun to play out in 
MB as the Department of Public Works has several projects underway within Martindale-
Brightwood (April 2011 MBEJC meeting).   
The City of Indianapolis, led primarily by the efforts of the City‘s Brownfields 
Redevelopment Coordinator, secured a brownfields pilot grant which provides technical 
assistance and support to the City from EPA, DOT, and HUD.  The technical support has been 
provided already through the 2009 American Institute of Architects (AIA) Sustainable Design 
Assessment Team (SDAT).  The AIA project included a three-day community design charrette to 
―develop targeted comprehensive planning and design approaches to help shape future transit 
oriented development within the SGRD‖ (EPA Press Release Jan 2011).  In particular, the City 
of Indianapolis has a proposed light-rail route that would trace the course of the Monon Trail 
159 
 
along the west side of Martindale-Brightwood (Comprehensive Transportation Development 
Plan 2011). The City of Indianapolis identified the SGRD as;  
An area challenged by crime, illegal dumping, 70% household poverty 
rate, abandoned houses and vacant lots, concentration of brownfields with 
potential residential exposures to human health from soil and ground water 
contamination, and limited access to retail, jobs centers, transportation options, 
fresh food, and community services‖ (EPA Jan 2011 Press Release).    
 
Another ongoing source of technical and financial support has been the EPA‘s CARE 
grant awarded to the MBEJC.  The City of Indianapolis, by embracing the EPA‘s approach, 
hopes to achieve a ―greater social equity, improved public health and access to services, and 
improved quality of life (EPA Jan 2011 Press Release).  The challenge for the city is to achieve 
some ―sustainable revitalization‖ (EPA Jan 2011 Press Release) without it resulting in the 
displacement of Martindale-Brightwood residents.  In addition, the city of Indianapolis has itself 
embraced ideas of sustainability in some of its own programs, including its green building 
incentive policy (August 2010), and its annual Indianapolis Sustainability Awards given to local 
corporate partners who achieve certain environmentally-friendly goals.   
As part of the Sustainable Communities Partnership award the City of Indianapolis 
received assistance from the AIA SDAT.  As a result, Martindale-Brightwood became one of 
only nine neighborhoods in the country to which AIA SDAT experts have been sent (IBJ 2009).  
This type of interaction, such as third-party assistance in the form of private architectural firms, 
non-profit organizations, and environmental firms providing consultation to a city government 
illustrates the broader trend from government to governance and how such non-state actors as the 
AIA and an architectural firm (Green3 discussed below) are playing a more prominent role in 
directing urban and environmental governance (Gibbs and Jonas 2000).   
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One idea which emerged from that ‗expert‘ assistance was to explore the potential for an 
urban farming project within MB, using a former Monon rail yard as a pilot site.  The site is 
approximately 15 acres and was used as a rail yard and maintenance facility.  In the hopes of one 
day creating an urban farm at this site, the City of Indianapolis has regularly ―been dumping 
large piles of clean soil at the site with the idea of capping the old rail yard‖ (Indianapolis 
Business Journal).  What‘s more, this site is one of only five sites across the country to qualify 
for the U.S. EPA‘s Smart Growth Implementation Assistance facility (IBJ).  This urban farming 
idea was explored by the MBCDC and MBEJC through discussions with the City‘s Brownfields 
Coordinator during a meeting in 2010.  The specifics of the project were presented by a 
landscape architecture firm, Green 3.  The proposed name of the project is ‘Monon Acres Urban 
Farm and Market‘.  The presentation at the 2010 meeting aimed at gathering community input.  
This project was touted as a means by which the MB community could provide jobs to local 
residents, improve food security by growing sustainable food on residents‘ personal plots, and 
also as a recreational area.  Few residents attended this meeting thereby providing little input or 
sense of community support.  However, those in attendance positively received the plan 
commenting on the need for groceries, and fresh fruits and vegetables, in the area.  As with the 
gardening workshop conducted by the MBEJC and IKE, there were concerns about creating a 
farm/garden on a formerly industrial site.  However, the Brownfields Coordinator assured 
residents that environmental issues would be addressed before such reuse.     
While intentions on the part of city officials may be genuine, unfortunately there is a risk 
that the development of a ‗sustainable community‘, with its urban gardens, refurbished homes, 
recreational activities, ‗green‘ buildings, lower utility bills, and improved access to public transit 
nearby may simply create a community which becomes more ‗desirable‘ to a much broader 
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population and fuels gentrification.  This is not to say sustainable development is negative by its 
nature, many positive socio-environmental benefits would surely derive from such efforts.  
However, sustainability as practiced by city governments has become a new code word for 
gentrification.   
The critical framework of UPE directs one to envision the economic redevelopment 
model being pursued by the City and the flow of capital back into Martindale-Brightwood as a 
logical outcome given that as properties are left to degrade by often far-removed 
owners/landlords, the environment of particular communities are indirectly allowed to 
deteriorate via the neoliberal ethic.  This process resembles the rent gap notion whereby 
properties become so devalued that there‘s a large potential profit to be earned through 
redevelopment.  Residents are often labeled as ‗failures‘ if they can‘t renew their neighborhood. 
Environmental hazards are attacked by encouraging residents to assess how their own household 
practices might be contributing to their individual-scale environmental hazardscapes.  This can 
be seen in the various workshops held by the MBEJC in which city agency officials present 
various tips as to how residents can make their own home ‗greener‘.  Thinking of capital as 
‗value in motion‘ through my two study areas opens up an image of Martindale-Brightwood as 
an area which has had a long period of disinvestment via race and class-based disinvestment, 
which in turn produced the long-running era of abandonment and environmental contamination.  
Additionally, the environmental issues were not discovered until recently in any formal sense, 
except perhaps by local Martindale-Brightwood residents who could not scientifically prove the 
existence of contamination and did not have a venue for protest due to social and political 
exclusion.  However, it was the initial need for a loan by the church which led to the discovery of 
environmental injustice.  The response given and the remedy selected by the City fit well within 
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the City‘s interest in an area close to downtown and other redeveloped areas and provided an 
attractive pilot site for sustainability initiatives.  With the government‘s interest in ‗revitalizing‘ 
Martindale-Brightwood via a sustainability approach it has begun to lay the groundwork for 
capital to return to the socio-physical landscape it helped produce.  As a staff member of the 
WIDC (not MBCDC or MBEJC) stated ―a sustainable community has to come from 
within…you can‘t just wave your magic wand and make it happen‖ (WIDC Interview 2010).  
However, the City of Indianapolis, and many other cities across the country if not the world are 
betting on just the opposite.   
 
City of Indianapolis: Planning Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis  
The City of Indianapolis has long approached the two study areas differently based on 
existing economic, social, political, and environmental conditions within the areas.  As discussed 
in the previous section the city sees Martindale-Brightwood as the more suitable area in which to 
pursue its goals of a creating a sustainable neighborhood.  The city also differentiates between 
the two areas in other ways which will be discussed in this section.  First, I discuss the City‘s 
efforts to address abandoned housing which have differed substantially between the two 
neighborhoods.  Second, the historic image of each neighborhood is discussed with attention to 
how that image has impacted the City‘s involvement in each area.  Planning documents also 
provide evidence as to the historical branding of the neighborhoods.    
 
Abandoned Housing 
The City of Indianapolis has dedicated efforts for many years towards addressing the 
issues of abandoned housing and vacant lots, issues that are rampant within both study areas.  In 
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2004 the city began its first Abandoned Housing Initiative with the goals of promoting 
sustainable design and private market development: 
We know from experience and research that a foundational principle of 
sustainable urban redevelopment is, simply, that the redevelopment must be 
market driven – meaning that positive change and development activity must be 
leveraged only, not sustained artificially. In practice and in theory, this principle 
is viewed as highly significant to the success of urban development initiatives. 
Urban development is not successful – in that it is not sustainable – if real estate 
markets are ―propped up‖ artificially.  Neighborhood redevelopment should build 
upon positive market conditions in selected neighborhoods and should address 
specific market failures in these neighborhoods. This results in improved 
functioning of the private market and its sustainability (City of Indianapolis 
Abandoned Housing Report, 2005). 
 
While abandoned housing is certainly significant within each study area, the emphasis on 
private market development presents one of the primary challenges in redeveloping the 
study areas.  Development is to be market-driven rather than focusing on social justice.  
Improved functioning of the private market and its sustainability is the primary goal.  In 
this way, sustainability is clearly conceptualized in its economic form over the other 
social and environmental dimensions.  A majority of members (26 out of 46) of the   
Abandoned Houses Working Group were associated with private industry or law firms, 
and their influence is seen in the report.  The report further suggests that a neighborhood 
for redevelopment be chosen, in part, based on whether it has ―some visible assets‖ which 
can include ―proximity to major public amenities‖ (2005 City Abandoned Housing 
Report, 24).  In addition, another recommendation is to ―Choose neighborhoods that have 
shown some signs of reinvestment either within their boundaries or immediately outside 
their boundaries‖ (2005 City Abandoned Housing Report, 24).  This is a factor that 
clearly distinguishes Martindale-Brightwood from West Indianapolis.  Martindale-
Brightwood has experienced some reinvestment within its southwest corner (home prices 
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exceeding $180,000) and sits just east of the Fall Creek Corridor, an area that has 
undergone extensive redevelopment and gentrification.  In addition, MBEJC and IKE 
provide an attractive partnership for the City‘s entrée into the Martindale-Brightwood 
area.     
In contrast, while housing a significant number of abandoned houses and vacant 
lots, West Indianapolis has not garnered the attention of the City of Indianapolis in this 
way.  An obvious difference between Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis is 
that West Indianapolis is not located near an area that has undergone significant 
redevelopment.  In fact, the area has long remained the same, an industrial island within 
the City of Indianapolis.  The following section discusses the City‘s historical approaches 
towards Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis.  As evidenced by planning 
documents as well as more recent actions, West Indianapolis has long been envisioned as 
an industrial area of Indianapolis, and the city has little interest in changing that vision.   
 
City’s Imaging of Two Indianapolis Neighborhoods 
 The City of Indianapolis has long treated Martindale-Brightwood and West Indianapolis 
differently due to various social, economic, and environmental characteristics.  While 
Martindale-Brightwood has experienced a surge in interest on the party of the city over recent 
years, West Indianapolis has long been valued economically but ignored socially.  Here I will 
discuss the various ways in which the City of Indianapolis leadership has addressed the two 
study areas, paying particular attention to the City‘s portrayal of each area‘s socioeconomic and 
environmental characteristics.  First, I briefly discuss some of the demographic changes in the 
City of Indianapolis during the early 1950s.   
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 Post-WWII Indianapolis saw a tremendous amount of residential and economic growth.  
Unfortunately for communities like Martindale-Brightwood this growth was concentrated in the 
suburbs as large numbers of residents moved to the suburbs.  Martindale-Brightwood was 
included as one of two Model City neighborhoods when the City was awarded a Model Cities 
Program grant via the Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act of 1966 (MB 
Neighborhood Plan, 1985).  In language strikingly similar to that of the Partnership for 
Sustainable Communities Program (EPA, HUD, DOT), the Model Cities Program was designed 
to ―have a substantial impact on area improvement in all levels of life‖ and to help create a 
―comprehensive attack on social, economic, and physical problems in certain selected areas‖ 
(City of Indianapolis Martindale-Brightwood Data Inventory Plan, 1985, 5).   
The surplus of housing in areas like Martindale-Brightwood left as a result of the exodus 
to the suburbs provided a place for poor and black residents to relocate.  The population of the 
Model City (Martindale-Brightwood and one other neighborhood to the west of MB) changed 
dramatically between 1960 and 1970 as the percent black of the total population changed from 
46% in 1960 to 80% in 1970 (City of Indianapolis1980 Data Inventory Plan, 1980).  The Model 
Cities Program was soon halted in 1975 leaving the City of Indianapolis to cope with its 
increasingly isolated and disadvantaged populations within the inner city.  The total population 
of Center Township (the ‗inner city‘ containing Martindale-Brightwood and a small portion of 
West Indianapolis) decreased from 333,351 people in 1960 (47.9% of the County‘s population) 
to 182,140 in 1990 (only 22.8% of the County‘s population), a 45.3% decrease (Center 
Township Needs Assessment, 1999).        
During the 1980s the City of Indianapolis continued to invest in various neighborhood 
organizations in an attempt to boost ―neighborhood commercial revitalization‖ primarily defined 
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as job creation (1986 Center Township Plan, 6).  The 1980 Data Inventory for Martindale-
Brightwood provides information on changes in population, race, and industrial acreage for the 
neighborhood during the 1970s.   A stark reminder of how the City of Indianapolis discussed 
race at that time the 1980 Data Inventory‘s reference to the ―negro population‖ in its statistical 
tables (Indianapolis Metropolitan Development Planning and Zoning Data Inventory, 1980, 4).  
Martindale-Brightwood in particular saw a population decrease of 34% from 1970 to 1980 and 
an increase in percent black population from 74 to 80 percent (Martindale-Brightwood 
Neighborhood Plan, 1985).  Coinciding with this shift was the change in industrial acreage from 
193 acres in 1970 to 246 acres in 1980, leaving the predominantly black population to cope with 
the expanding industrial landscape.  A review of the City‘s planning documents as well as 
specific neighborhood plans over the years reveals that the problems identified in 1980 have 
persisted to the present.  In 1985 the city identified eight general problems in MB (see Figure 
7.2).  Problem #2 (Figure 7.2) highlights  vacant lots (1,549 out of 5,800), as well as illegal 
dumping and concerns regarding potential health hazards associated with this dumping of trash 
and other debris.  Problem #5 also focuses on environmental hazards in the area such as 
junked/abandoned cars.  Of note is that problem #4 identifies the difficulty many Martindale-
Brightwood residents faced in acquiring a home mortgage or home improvement loans.   
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Figure 7.2.  City of Indianapolis Martindale-Brightwood Neighborhood Plan of 1985 (Indiana 
Historical Society).  
 
While the city blamed the lack of home improvement loans on residents being unemployed or on 
fixed income, practices such as redlining existed in Indianapolis at the time.  These were 
discussed in in the City‘s Martindale-Brightwood Neighborhood Plan of 2003 (Table 7.1).   
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Table 7.1.Issues and recommendations in the City‘s Martindale-Brightwood Neighborhood Plan 
of 2003. 
 
 
The 1985 Plan specifically identifies the construction of Interstate 70 (I-70) through the 
Martindale-Brightwood area as a problem (Problem #6, Figure 7.2) because it isolated the 
neighborhood and as a result ―residential areas have lost some sense of identity, self-worth and 
neighborhood ties.‖  The city goes on to say that this loss of self-worth and identity is ―reflected 
in the high vacancy rate and generally blighted conditions‖ (City Martindale-Brightwood 
Neighborhood Plan 1985, 18). The city then goes on to identify the proximity of the area to the 
interstate as an asset for commercial development.  The city identifies one of the challenges to 
Recommendations Timing Primary Responsibility 
1. Fully analyze the issue of “redlining” in the 
neighborhood. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
2. Present facts of “redlining” analysis to the 
Mayor‟s Office, lending institutions, the Mayor‟s 
Housing Strategy Task Force, and mortgage 
insurance companies. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
3. Develop a strategy for dealing with credit issues 
in the neighborhood. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
4. Determine availability of homeowner training 
classes. Present findings to neighborhood residents. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
5. Develop a strategy for dealing with vacant 
properties and absentee landlords in the 
neighborhood. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
6. Reinforce existing home repair programs to assist 
residents that are unable to obtain home improvement 
loans. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
7. Investigate interest rates charged to people in 
the neighborhood to determine how they compare 
to rates charged in other neighborhoods. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
8. Work to reinforce the high rate of home ownership 
in the neighborhood through homeownership 
programs. 
Ongoing Martindale-Brightwood CDC 
and neighborhood groups 
9. Develop new and creative ways to improve 
existing houses in the neighborhood, especially those 
that are vacant and boarded. 
2003 Martindale-Brightwood CDC, 
neighborhood groups, and City 
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commercial development in the Martindale-Brightwood area as being the population shifts and 
criminal activity over the years.  
The city identified several problems with the lack of parks in the MB area as well as the 
increase in crime, drug use, vandalism, and lack of maintenance (attributed to ―constraints in 
funding and reduction of park personnel‖).  One particular problem identified for the one park in 
MB was: ―non-blacks do not feel welcome to use the facilities at Douglas Park‖ (1985 
Martindale-Brightwood Neighborhood Plan, 50).  I raise these discussions of crime and race 
because no such issues were identified in any of the Neighborhood Plans for West Indianapolis, a 
community which has been predominantly white for its entire existence.  While crime is not 
mentioned in city planning documents, as recently as 2005 West Indianapolis had a crime rate 
which was 50% higher than the rest of the city (IPD).   
 As recently as 1998 the City of Indianapolis imagined industrial development as the 
primary form of redevelopment needed within Martindale-Brightwood.  In 2000 the City of 
Indianapolis project ―Indy Greenways‖ received $1 million to finish the Monon Trail, a 
recreational path extending from 10
th
 Street north along the west side of Martindale-Brightwood 
and northward to beyond 146
th
 Street in the city of Carmel.  This was touted as a recreational 
gem for many residents on the north side of Indianapolis, including those in MB.  However, the 
portion of the trail which runs through Martindale-Brightwood is surrounded by brownfields or 
operating industrial sites for its entire length, thereby likely making a rather unpleasant 
recreational experience for residents.   
In a 2002 market study for the area, the city identified several issues which have made 
redevelopment difficult in Martindale-Brightwood.  Of the seven primary issues impacting 
development of the area, five appear to characterize the population itself as the issue.  One is 
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―unkempt properties‖ which is explained, in part, as being attributed to residents‘ lack of funds, 
however such properties are described as contributing ―to the negative image of the 
neighborhood by conveying a lack of interest and community involvement‖ (2002 Martindale-
Brightwood Retail Market Study, 11).  Another issue is the ―transient population‖ of Martindale-
Brigthwood which leads to ―neglected properties, weak social networks, and disinvestment‖ 
(Market Study, 11).  However, as of 2000, 68% of properties were owner-occupied (U.S. Census 
2000).   
The plan goes on to identify the abundance of churches in the area as a problem because 
many of them ―occupy former storefronts and properties that are better suited for retail or 
commercial uses…churches do not contribute to the neighborhood tax base‖ (2002 Martindale-
Brightwood Retail Market Study, 11).  The final problem identified is the concentration of low-
income residents in the area which ―reduces the neighborhood‘s overall appeal to potential 
investors, specifically retailers‖ (11).  These documents indicate two primary issues in how the 
City of Indianapolis has perceived Martindale-Brightwood over the last 4 decades.  First, 
Martindale-Brightwood is depicted as a blighted area, with problems such as disinvestment, 
crime, and low-income.  Second, it is an area that seems to hold promise for redevelopment if the 
aforementioned issues could be addressed.  The City‘s interest in revitalization is clear.  In 
contrast, environmental issues were noted rarely. Only illegal dumping and trash were discussed 
in the plans, rather than the abundance of industrial properties and associated environmental 
hazards.  This is ironic given the long industrial history of Martindale-Brightwood area and the 
many environmental issues that were uncovered from the 1970s onward, including the 1971 
explosion at the National Lead site.   
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West Indianapolis has long been a low-income and industrial area dating back to the late 
19
th
 century when it was first incorporated as a city before being annexed by Indianapolis.  In 
1980 less than half of adult residents of WI had completed high school (City of Indianapolis WI 
Neighborhood Plan 1985).  The City of Indianapolis government has historically recognized this 
area as being primarily industrial.  As early as 1952 the city had targeted a portion of West 
Indianapolis for redevelopment, referring to it as ―an island of blighted residences in an area of 
heavy industrial activity‖ (Indianapolis Redevelopment Commission Plan 1952).  In this way, the 
area has always been considered as somewhat of an industrial repository for the city.   
In a 1992 plan, the City identified the ―people and their sense of community‖ as the 
strongest asset in WI (1992 West Indianapolis/Harding Street Neighborhood Plan, 9).  In contrast 
to the Martindale-Brightwood plans the West Indianapolis population was described as a 
―socially cohesive community‖ with churches being the second ‗asset‘ because they are 
―attractive and add charm to the neighborhood‖ (West Indianapolis/Harding Street Plan 1992, 9).  
This is a strikingly different interpretation of churches than was given in the 2002 Martindale-
Brightwood Plan.  However, regarding cohesiveness in West Indianapolis, it was noted that there 
are subgroups in the neighborhood that do not identify with the rest of West Indianapolis.  The 
presence of geographically-defined ‗subgroups‘ is still evident in 2011 as the heavily 
industrialized landscape of West Indianapolis isolates pockets of residences keeping them 
physically separated by large industrial complexes.   
While the ―sense of community‖ was identified as an asset in 1992, the environmental 
issues in the area were identified as the first and most dominant liability.  The Planning 
Committee that prepared the West Indianapolis Plan of 1992 was aware of the long history of 
environmental hazards in the area and exhibited concern for residents.  Additionally, the 
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committee raised the point that City officials were not appropriately hearing the environmental 
and health concerns of West Indianapolis residents.  The committee mentioned residents‘ 
perceptions that the city government was not addressing their concerns or protecting them. The 
1992 plan cites residents‘ concerns regarding ―unpleasant odors, loud noise, and higher than 
normal incidents of lung cancer‖ (West Indianapolis/Harding Street Neighborhood Plan 1992, 
12).  As discussed in Chapter 5 the U.S. EPA has since conducted Air Toxics Assessments of an 
area including West Indianapolis.  This recognition in 1992 of such issues reveals that for at least 
20 years residents of the area have worried about environmental hazards and perceived links 
between these hazards and negative health outcomes.  These concerns were confirmed in the 
resident surveys and interviews conducted as part of this research:  60% of West Indianapolis 
survey respondents rated the city government‘s response to environmental issues in the area as 
‗poor‘ which supports the longstanding sense that the city has ignored the area‘s environmental 
issues.  As one West Indianapolis resident stated during an interview, ―the city has paid no 
attention to revitalizing it.‖  This perception of isolation and neglect may have produced a sense 
of hopelessness that deterred attempts at environmental activism among residents over the years.  
The 1992 Planning Committee recommended that residents‘ access to city government agencies 
be improved to make the city aware of environmental hazards in the area.   
In the 1993 Wayne Township Comprehensive Plan (West Indianapolis is mostly in 
Wayne Twp. but has portions in Center Twp.) prepared by the City of Indianapolis Department 
of Metropolitan Development, Division of Planning identified four ―critical areas‖ of Wayne 
Township that needed attention.  The majority of West Indianapolis was identified as ―Critical 
Area 4‖ (Figure 7.3).  According to the document, the industrial operations which operated in the 
area for decades had contaminated the air, soil, groundwater, and surface water in West 
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Indianapolis.  The city went on to describe how ―residents of the subdivisions…have faced real 
and potential health hazards over the years due to their proximity to these industries, many of 
which are heavy manufacturing industries‖ (1993 Wayne Township Comprehensive Plan, 37)  In 
addition the area included the Superfund site, which had only recently been designated as such 
by the U.S. EPA.  As a result of these heavy industrial operations and a landscape loaded with 
environmental hazards the "Marion County Health Department recommends that (1) no more 
residential use be planned for this area and (2) no more heavy industry be planned or allowed in 
this area (Wayne Township Comprehensive Land Use Plan 1993, 36).‖   
 
Figure 7.3. Critical Area 4 – Wayne Township Comprehensive Land Use Plan 1993 
(Indiana Historical Society). 
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Despite arguing for limits on residential population, the document paid little attention to the 
existing residential population.  Many of the industries present at the time, and present today, 
exist on sites that were developed prior to the enactment of regulations restricting industrial use 
of land adjacent to residential properties (Wayne Twp. Comprehensive Land Use Plan 1993).  As 
a result, these various industrial sites were legally established before the development of the 
current standards regarding proximity of industrial sites to residential properties, thereby leaving 
residents literally next door to large industrial sites or smaller, loud operations.  A resident 
interview identified a brick crushing company right behind his/her residence which ―shakes the 
house‖.  The intermingling of residences and industries created a challenge because it didn‘t 
adhere to modern standards creating a host of environmental issues.  However, the City‘s desired 
solution over the years, based on the planning documents (particularly 1993), was to promote 
continued industrial development in the hopes of driving out residential uses and associated 
liabilities.  These planning documents reveal a long history of residents‘ exposure to 
environmental issues in their area as a liability to the future development of the community.  In a 
survey conducted in 1992 residents identified ―excessive truck traffic‖, ―dumping of trash/litter‖, 
and ―unpleasant odors‖ as three of the four most commonly reported dislikes about the area 
(1992 West Indianapolis Neighborhood Plan).  As in the 1992 Plan, the 1996 plan emphasized 
better access to information as a goal.  In addition, the planning committee recognized a need to 
―improve participation by neighborhood residents and city agencies to help address 
environmental problems‖ (1996 West Indianapolis Neighborhood Plan, 36).   
 Similar themes are evident in the City‘s current planning efforts in WI.  In an interview, 
staff members from the WIDC dismissed the ‗old‘ issue of environmental hazards in the area.  
However, later in the discussion staff members specifically discussed the challenges that 
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lingering environmental problems, such as the former Avanti Superfund site and GM site, 
present to the WIDC‘s redevelopment goals, even mentioning specific sites in the area that have 
been difficult to redevelop .  Clearly the planning documents of the last 20 years recommended 
no additional residential growth in the area.  However, the WIDC staff mentioned their attempt 
to develop new residential housing on one of the few remaining undeveloped parcels in West 
Indianapolis.  Their efforts were not successful as the site was instead developed as a trucking 
depot, one of several already located in West Indianapolis.  The WIDC staff sees a great need for 
increased housing which in their opinion will create better support for future retail development.  
However, residential development is hard to come by as a WIDC staff member explained ―we 
could build a bunch of apartment complexes, but that‘s not what they (the city) wants‖.  This 
comment was made in reference to a former GM site which has contamination on-site but the 
city has not cleaned up.  According to WIDC staff  ―if the city had done something with the GM 
site, you could build the population for retail people think they want‖.  With the majority of its 
funds coming from the City‘s HUD funds the WIDC often acquires existing houses in order to 
sell them to new residents (for which the WIDC itself receives 8% of the sale price).  However, 
funding has become limited in recent years according to the WIDC.  In an effort to one day be 
able to provide or develop new housing in the area, the WIDC tries to monitor the ―safe places 
for housing‖ meaning the sites which most likely do not have environmental contamination.   
While the WIDC staff de-emphasized environmental issues during the interview for this 
research project, they went on to discuss various stages of remediation at different sites, EPA 
regulatory policies, and other details which make clear that the WIDC staff is very much in tune 
with environmental compliance in the area.  In discussing how the WIDC negotiates the collage 
of environmental hazards in the area when attempting to redevelop sites, the staff remarked that 
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―the history of environmental issues plays into everything…we were offered two sites from 
Chrysler once and we looked at one and there were some strange things coming out of the 
ground…and another site offered was a total ―hot spot‖ according to the SPEA environmental 
assessment team‖.  This was in reference to a team of students and professors from IUPUI‘s 
School of Public and Environmental Affairs (SPEA) program that conducted an assessment of 
environmental issues across the West Indianapolis area, paying particular attention to the former 
Chrysler foundry site as well as other sites formerly used by Chrysler. 
Despite funding challenges faced by the WIDC in recent years it has proceeded with 
efforts to create a visionary ―Quality of Life Plan‖ (Figure 7.4) for West Indianapolis based on 
what the residents would like to see.  As the WIDC Director stated during an interview ―let‘s quit 
validating what‘s there and just do the dream‖.  The WIDC worked with architecture students 
from Ball State University who created drawings of the area for the WIDC based on the stated 
wishes of residents who attended the various charrettes.  As a result of that initial discussion of 
―the dream‖ (WIDC staff) the WIDC has just recently hired a consultant to submit a streetscape 
plan.  The WIDC staff informed me that West Indianapolis ―has more green space per person 
than anywhere in the city‖.  However, according to the WIDC Eli Lilly had completed a 
greenway (former railway converted to recreational walking trail for residents) near West 
Indianapolis and ―they‘ve told us for three or four years that they‘ll connect it so you can go all 
the way to the Zoo‖.  Ironically, after creating greenways to improve quality of life in 
neighborhoods like MB and WI, the City of Indianapolis is now considering converting the trails 
back to railways to provide a commuter railroad service.   
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Figure 7.4.  ―Quality of Life Plan‖ map produced by West Indianapolis Development Corporation. 
 
Cooptation by Corporation  
West Indianapolis has shared its landscape with large industrial corporations for the 
majority of its history.  Early in this relationship many residents of West Indianapolis also 
worked at the stockyards or industrial sites nearby.  However, with the loss of some major 
corporations over the last twenty years this trend has all but ended.  The WIDC staff remarked 
that ―people working here now are driving in and their money is going back out to Avon, 
Martinsville, and Mooresville‖ (far reaching suburbs/towns to the west and south of 
Indianapolis).   
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While the Chrysler Foundry was still operating in West Indianapolis (closed in 2005 after 100+ 
years as a foundry site) there was a point at which the ―educational attainment level in the 
neighborhood wasn‘t even good enough to get a job at Chrysler‖ (WIDC interview 2010).  This 
lack of jobs for locals, combined with the environmental issues at the site, led to a somewhat 
cool response from residents when Chrysler had to shut down.  WIDC staff remarked ―when 
Chrysler left, the neighborhood wasn‘t all that unhappy because they weren‘t employing many 
people from the area anyway and neither was GM‖.  This trend of residents not being employed 
at local industrial sites defeats the notion that such employment would tend to stifle any activist 
tendencies on the part of residents/employees.   
 However, the local industrial operations have played a role in influencing and directing 
residents‘ perceptions of environmental hazards and muting the anger of many residents through 
corporate intervention and outreach.  In 1992 the WIDC was formed by four residents who had 
been approached by two professors who informed the residents that they could form their own 
community development group and respond to recent actions by Eli Lilly Co.  At that time Eli 
Lilly was in the midst of an expansion plan which ultimately consumed 60 existing houses as 
well as 15-18 businesses (WIDC).  This proposed expansion prompted the two professors, whose 
names could not be recalled by the WIDC staff, to contact residents in West Indianapolis and 
inform them of an available recourse, that of forming a community development corporation.  
The newly formed CDC then negotiated with Eli Lilly to allow the CDC to rent out homes which 
had not yet been destroyed, but ultimately this expansion dramatically reduced residential 
housing and commercial/retail activities in the area.  While the CDC and residents were not 
pleased with this expansion by Eli Lilly, over time the WIDC eventually accepted funds from the 
Lilly Endowment Fund (approximately 25% of the CDC‘s budget) which changed the 
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relationship considerably.  Even now the WIDC staff feels ―pretty confident that we‘ll always 
have the endowment money‖.   
 Approximately 20 years ago National Starch and Chemical Company, a site listed by 
some WI residents as an environmental hazard, conducted its own survey of nearby residents.  
The survey asked residents in general how they felt about the company‘s operations.  According 
to the WIDC staff the respondents described the company as being ―fine but you stink.‖  The 
odor coming from the factory‘s emissions was of great concern to residents.  In response the 
company ―spent millions of dollars to address the odor‖ (WIDC interview).  Of particular note is 
that this action by the company prompted the voluntary development of a regularly scheduled 
public forum in which participating corporations would answer residents‘ questions.  This 
occurred during the early 1990s, a time in which the Superfund site Reilly Tar and Chemical was 
drawing attention to the area‘s environmental issues from the media and government 
environmental agencies (IDEM, US EPA).  The creation of this group was prompted by a 
recommendation by the Indiana Chemical Manufacturer‘s Association for chemical 
manufacturers to engage with residents in their area and address concerns.  Following National 
Starch and Chemical‘s lead, local company Eli Lilly requested to join the group.   
Another group was formed in the west edge of West Indianapolis as Daimler-Chrysler 
(prior to closure), Rolls-Royce, and Reilly Tar and Chemical (now Vertellus) formed what has 
become the Neighborhood Improvement Council (NIC).  Corporate influence is revealed as 
officials at Rolls-Royce, Vertellus, and Eli Lilly (which replaced Chrysler on the NIC) have 
hosted quarterly neighborhood meetings to respond to residents‘ concerns.  According to these 
companies the meetings were held because they voluntarily adopted environmental standards.  
However, residents interviewed during this research indicated that they attended meetings just 
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for ―the good food‖ and because it was ―the only time they‘d see some of their neighbors‖.  
According to the survey results for this investigation only 19% of WI respondents have attended 
any type of community group meeting in the last two years and only 17% have ever attended a 
local meeting regarding environmental issues.  Residents who have attended such meetings 
stated that the meetings often turned quickly to reports on the economic prosperity of the 
company and even toward school support programs in which some companies were involved 
(WIDC interview).  This illustrates the lack of any other venue available to residents in which 
they could discuss and share environmental issues and concerns.   
Residents interviewed for this research described the NIC meetings as a way for 
companies to ‖talk about environmental impacts and try to explain what has happened‖.  These 
meetings are an opportunity for companies to present residents with information about any 
incidents either on-site or off-site in which chemicals or wastes were released to the 
environment.  Companies are able to explain what was released, how it happened, and what 
actions the company took to address them.  Also, residents can then share any concerns 
regarding particular incidents or more general concerns regarding ongoing operations at a 
facility.  The WIDC Director remarked that this forum ―gives residents an opportunity to ask 
questions and explain which makes everyone more comfortable‖.  However, despite these 
seemingly positive interactions, such actions by industries lead to cooptation of residents‘ 
concerns thereby muting any growth of activism in the area.  Industries are able to stifle alarm 
among residents and direct attention towards other issues while downplaying residents‘ concerns 
and individual perceptions.            
Eli Lilly has recently become more involved in environmental affairs in Indianapolis  and 
even sponsored the Eli Lilly Planting Day Event, described by the Director of the Friesner 
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Herbarium at Butler University as ―the most ambitious native plant installation in the history of 
the city‖ (press release 2010).  The project consists of planting thousands of plants along 
interstate highway medians and in grassed areas at exit/entrance interchanges along Interstate 70, 
which cuts through both study areas.  The Director goes on to say that the ―well-vetted plant 
palette will bring four seasons of natural beauty to an industrial part of Indianapolis…and these 
plants will also contribute significantly to the green infrastructure of Indianapolis by increasing 
water absorption and carbon sequestration, while improving air quality. What a benefit for 
everyone and everything in the city."  However, the planting along the interstate which most 
directly carries drivers across and to downtown Indianapolis can also be thought of as creating an 
image-enhancing ―greener welcome‖ (Eli Lilly press release).  In addition to the bushes, trees, 
and such ‗green‘ additions to the interstate view scape, Eli Lilly in partnership with its many 
project partners installed a ―cluster of tall totems…carved from 9- and 13-foot tall ash trees 
harvested from an Indiana farmer‘s field.‖  The placement of such artwork at the Harding Street 
exit, which is at the northeast corner of West Indianapolis, appears more as an attempt to distract 
residents‘ and visitors‘ gazes away from smokestacks, venting pipes, and industrial complexes.  
The West Indianapolis Development Corporation is a recognized project partner according to the 
Eli Lilly press release.   
 These actions by industrial corporations in West Indianapolis serve to influence not only 
local agencies like the WIDC but also residents, as companies create a venue in which to stem 
any swelling of concern or anger over environmental contamination or non-compliance with 
environmental regulations.  This does not mean that such outreach by industries is entirely 
negative.  Indeed, it does have the potential to create a greater sense of community whereby 
companies become a part of the neighborhood and residents develop a comfort level and also 
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acquire contact information so they may ask questions or complain.  However, this relationship, 
in West Indianapolis or any other location, has acted as a stifling agent to any broad community 
activism.  The various community meetings hosted by area industries have been conducted as 
mere image-enhancing measures by corporations.  Residents are placated by corporate-led 
discussions of corporate fiscal status and charitable efforts at local schools.  When environmental 
concerns are raised by residents the industries simply explain them away as nothing of concern 
despite residents‘ perceptions.  The community meetings held by these industries have not 
produced any tangible improvements.  While some long-term residents of the area remarked how 
they felt the environmental hazards in West Indianapolis had improved or lessened over the long-
term, this reduction is clearly more related to particular industries ceasing operations in the area 
as well as some regulatory drivers.  However, these corporate-held community meetings, 
combined with the various City of Indianapolis planning documents over the years illustrate the 
dominance of industry in West Indianapolis.  Corporate meetings have placated residents and 
government planning has maintained industrial dominance of the landscape, leaving residents to 
cope with a particular form of ‗nature‘ wherein they are the losers. 
 
Conclusion  
 This chapter has provided evidence of the ways in which governmental, non-
governmental, and corporate organizations have influenced, and continue to influence, how 
residents of the two study areas respond to the presence of environmental hazards.  Beginning 
with the development of a formalized environmental activist organization called the Martindale-
Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative I examined how this group developed a close 
relationship with the non-profit organization Improving Kids‘ Environment (IKE) and the City of 
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Indianapolis‘ Department of Metropolitan Development which houses the Division of 
Brownfields Redevelopment.  The close, triangular relationship between the MBEJC, IKE, and 
the grantor U.S. EPA influenced the agenda of the MBEJC as IKE did not want to use EPA 
funding to push for further investigation by the EPA of the National Lead-associated 
contamination in the neighborhood.  This was in spite of concerns voiced by residents 
themselves, concerns raised in the survey responses and interviews for this research.   
 This research project also examined the relative influence of the CDCs within each 
neighborhood and the differential role of the CDCs as one is directly involved with meetings of 
the MBEJC while the other has played no role in encouraging any sort of environmental activism 
(WIDC).   
In MB, the City‘s partnership with MBEJC provided an attractive foil for introducing its 
vision of a ‗sustainable community‘ and fostering the ‗revitalization‘ of an area it had long been 
interested in redeveloping.  The MBEJC and residents seem to embrace these remedies as 
challenging them would risk damaging the close relationship between the MBEJC and the city.  
This is reminiscent of the thought process behind what Pierce (2005) called the ‗polite protest‘ of 
African-Americans in Indianapolis.  The risk of the City‘s sustainability plans is that current 
low-income residents will be pushed out via a new path to gentrification.  Time will tell whether 
the City‘s proposed sustainable community in MB will also be a community in which current 
residents can continue to reside.     
The different images of the study areas constructed by the City of Indianapolis have 
created a hopeless mistrusting populace in West Indianapolis and a hopeful, co-opted resident 
activist group (MBEJC) in Martindale-Brightwood.  As one IKE member who has been involved 
in environmental issues in the City for decades stated ―southwest side (WI) residents rarely 
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complain to public officials anymore.  There was no political will to do anything about it 
(pollution in WI)‖ (Indianapolis Star Feb. 2004 and 2010 project interview).  In addition, the 
absence of links to nonprofit organizations, environmental groups, and environmental agencies 
made developing a formal environmental organization difficult.   
Additionally, the City of Indianapolis has always envisioned West Indianapolis as its 
center of industrial operations, as planning documents have revealed.   Area residents are 
surrounded by some of the largest and most powerful corporations in the city, and their 
environmental concerns take a back seat to those of corporations.  When city agencies have 
pressed for environmental improvements, they seem to do so in a way that protects business 
interests rather than focusing on resident concerns. It is clear that the City of Indianapolis does 
not see a future for West Indianapolis as one of its sustainable communities.  . 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 
 
The purpose of this research was to examine the development of social movements (or 
lack thereof) in response to urban environmental injustices and why responses to date have 
varied between two different communities of Indianapolis, Indiana.  This investigation 
contributes toward the environmental justice and urban political ecology literature by examining 
not only the factors/forces which may play a role in the varying degree of activism between the 
two study areas, but also how place attachment, social capital, and the type of contaminated 
medium intersect with concerns of citizens regarding environmental hazards.  A political-
ecological approach to these communities individually and as parts of the larger urban 
development of Indianapolis, Indiana, revealed the political, social, and economic (i.e. capital) 
factors which have acted as forces to shape and mold both the physical and human landscapes 
and their complex, interwoven histories.  In particular, the issue of context (environmental and 
political) was examined by looking at how government and non-government institutions, and 
public and private entities, exert influence on the perceptions and responses of residents within 
the two study areas.   
The current spatial distribution of environmental hazards is predominantly based on class 
or income differences across the city of Indianapolis.  In this way environmental injustice in 
Indianapolis is rooted in class-based privileges, a trend which dates back to the late 19
th
 century 
when the north side lacked industrial uses because of its status as the wealthier side of town.  
Race is significant with respect to the distribution of one primary form of environmental hazard; 
brownfields.  This correlates with the large black population, forced to live in this area during its 
industrial heyday. The concentration of brownfields in MB is also a symbol of long-term 
disinvestment, as brownfields are legacies of the area‘s former industrial base.  However, race is 
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deeply intertwined in Martindale-Brightwood.  It is the explicit racist policies and actions of the 
state over many decades which produced and re-produced the uneven environments across the 
City of Indianapolis, with Martindale-Brigthwood being designated early in its history as the 
industrial and African-American neighborhood.  Additionally, race runs through not only the 
production of the Martindale-Brightwood area, but also the production of a form of social and 
physical exclusion from the rest of the city which ultimately created a memory among current 
residents of a ‗better time‘ when the neighborhood had its own stores, services, and jobs.  These 
memories of better days in the area work to foster an emotional attachment to the area and to 
fellow African-American residents.  This then contributes toward the accumulation of social 
capital among residents who share a similar fondness for ‗better days,‘ no matter how 
exclusionary those days may have been. 
 
Environmental Activism 
Place attachment and social capital are two notions which have been considered 
important in research regarding the drivers of environmental action or activism.  This 
investigation revealed very different levels or degrees of place attachment between respondents 
of the two study areas.  In particular, Martindale-Brightwood respondents possessed a stronger 
sense of attachment to place, as a higher percentage of MB than WI  respondents like living in 
their area and more than twice the percentage reported liking their area ‗a lot.‘  The strength of 
place attachment in Martindale-Brightwood was a likely result of the long history of exclusion 
and isolation endured by residents, an isolation which produced a tighter-knit community as 
evidenced in the memories of ‗better days‘ expressed by senior residents  Additionally, a much 
lower percentage of MB residents reported they would move if possible.  Differences emerged as 
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well with respect to the age of residents and the presence of children (< 18 years old) in the 
household.  These are considered useful indicators of a resident‘s potential sense of place, as 
nearly twice the percentage of West Indianapolis respondents than Martindale-Brightwood 
respondents have children in the household compared.  While the presence of children in a home 
is believed to be a possible driver of environmental activism due to one‘s concern for the health 
of children, these results point to the opposite.  What may be occurring is that the concern for 
children‘s health leads residents wanting to move out of the area if possible but economic factors 
prevent them.   
This research has contributed to the literature regarding the role of place attachment in 
environmental activism.  First, the findings call for a return to broader consideration of place 
attachment as a driver of environmental activism. While past studies cast doubt on the role of 
place attachment in activism, this research suggests that it may be important in some contexts.  
Yet this research also emphasizes the need to dig beneath the surface of place attachment and to 
understand where it emerges from.  The findings of this research reveal the socially constructed 
nature of place attachment as the state, corporations, non-governmental organizations, and the 
physical environment all influence and shape the emotions, memories, and meanings residents 
attach to their respective neighborhoods. 
Social capital, measured in terms of the strength of neighboring ties, was relatively 
similar between respondents from the two neighborhoods.  However, church membership was 
significantly lower in West Indianapolis than in Martindale-Brightwood.  Martindale-
Brightwood appears to hold a greater amount of the institutional form of social capital which 
revolves around churches and formal organizations.    
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This investigation further considered how residents‘ perceptions of environmental 
hazards and potential health effects may play a role in prompting or discouraging environmental 
activism.  Residents of both areas felt burdened with environmental pollution and perceived 
health effects in their families, friends and neighbors.  A surprising finding was that West 
Indianapolis respondents were more likely to feel that pollution has affected their lives, that their 
area has more environmental issues than other areas of Indianapolis, and that the government‘s 
response to the hazards was ‗poor‘.  While none of these variables produced significant p-values, 
they still illustrate a difference between the areas which raises the question: why have West 
Indianapolis residents not raised a collective voice over environmental hazards.  Based on the 
other findings of this research the perception of environmental injustice, inadequate political 
response, and individual impacts from hazards are not sufficient without large stocks of place 
attachment and social capital (particularly institutional and church-related social capital) among 
residents.   
 
City and Corporate Influence 
This investigation has illustrated the many ways in which residents and community 
organizations such as the MBEJC, MBCDC, and WIDC, are influenced by city, state, and even 
federal government agencies as well as non-government agencies such as IKE.  These various 
parties both facilitate and constrain environmental activism among residents and impacting 
cleanup activities by government agencies themselves.  The non-governmental organization IKE 
has assisted the MBEJC in establishing contacts with city and state officials as well as in 
securing funding for the MBEJC (with IKE as the grantee).  However through IKE‘s grantee 
relationship with the U.S. EPA (grantor) and its formal and legalistic approach to activism 
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combined with the City‘s response have limited the MBEJC‘s vision and held more antagonistic 
or confrontational protest in check 
Additionally, corporate actors in West Indianapolis (Eli Lilly, Rolls-Royce, Vertellus) 
exert their influence on residents through the offering of various community meetings at their 
sites and on local organizations via various funding mechanisms (Lilly Foundation funding for 
the WIDC).  Within Martindale-Brightwood two entities appear to dominate and influence the 
direction and efforts of the Martindale-Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative.  First, 
the non-profit organization IKE and its conflict of interest in using EPA funding to challenge the 
EPA remediation effort (which has redirected some of the initial MBEJC agenda); and, second, 
the influence of the City of Indianapolis on the Martindale-Brightwood landscape in terms of 
socio-environmental characteristics.  The City‘s influence is playing out currently as the agenda 
of the MBEJC offered support for the City‘s goal of redeveloping Martindale-Brightwood as a 
‗sustainable community‘.  However, the risk of such a redevelopment approach, firmly rooted in 
economic conceptions of sustainability as opposed to social and environmental conceptions, will 
likely produce a ‗sustainable‘ but also gentrified community.       
The review of historical planning reports for both study areas reveals how the City of 
Indianapolis leadership has envisioned the futures of West Indianapolis (industrial, no more 
residential growth) and Martindale-Brightwood (underutilized property, ripe for injection of 
capital using brownfields and sustainability), creating powerful images of the communities that 
shape residents‘ responses to environmental issues.  Moreover, abundant ties to local and federal 
government agencies in MB,   while certainly beneficial to MB residents, have also heightened 
the risk of co-optation.  The MBEJC and residents of MB must toe the line of accepting technical 
190 
 
and financial assistance from government sources while continuing to challenge local, state, and 
federal government agencies to address the environmental hazards in their community. 
At the outset of this research the belief was that environmental activism was occurring in 
only one of the two study communities, with Martindale-Brightwood having a formal 
organization while West Indianapolis did not.  However, a different form of environmental 
activism was found to be occurring in each of the two study areas.  This research revealed 
additional forms of activism occurring in West Indianapolis.  While lacking the formal, 
organized, community-based environmental group present in Martindale-Brightwood, West 
Indianapolis respondents did engage in activism.  Survey and interview responses show that 
many of them would like to leave the area and that they have individually complained about the 
City‘s poor response to environmental hazards in their area.  In this way, the environmental 
activism within West Indianapolis is practiced on an individual basis through various complaint 
forums such as the industry-led meetings and/or the Mayor‘s Action Center.  In contrast, the 
dominant form of activism in Martindale-Brightwood was initially a confrontational, 
antagonistic form which was quickly coopted by direct involvement of governmental and non-
governmental organizations.  The activism practiced by the Martindale-Brightwood 
Environmental Justice Collaborative has become more coopted since its initial confrontational, 
minister-led activism.  The collective interactions of the non-profit organization IKE, the City of 
Indianapolis, and the U.S. EPA are limiting and directing the agenda of the MBEJC and 
Martindale-Brightwood residents.   
The different forms of activism being practiced in the two study areas have been shaped 
through interactions with different co-optative and constraining forces in varying social, 
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political, environmental, and historical contexts.  As a result, this research has illustrated how 
activism is a nuanced concept that is both geographically and historically specific.          
 
Limitations and Future Directions 
Limitations of this study include the limited number of surveys completed and returned 
from residents of both neighborhoods, despite sending out over 400 surveys per study area. The 
relatively small sample sizes mean that it is difficult to know if the responses accurately 
represent the views of the larger neighborhood populations. Future efforts would seek funding to 
allow for reasonable compensation for survey respondents in order to increase the number of 
responses.   
Another limitation, often encountered in qualitative research, is the notion of the 
‗outsider‘ in terms of educational attainment, social class, and race.  This was a clear challenge 
in both study areas.  As a well-educated, white, upper-middle class former resident of 
Indianapolis‘ far north side, I held a background distinctly different from that of the residents of 
both study areas.  I often felt as if this difference was remarkably apparent to residents.  In West 
Indianapolis I was asked upon a few occasions ―where are you from?‖  Having grown up and 
resided on Indianapolis‘ far north side I was well aware of the image of the north side resident as 
a ―snob‖ or ―rich kid‖.  This, of course, is despite the fact that the township (Washington Twp.) 
in which I was raised stretched from 96
th
 street on the north down to 38
th
 street on the south, 
thereby encompassing many socio-economic strata.  One resident of West Indianapolis asked me 
where I was from and I answered that I grew up in Indianapolis to which he asked where in 
Indianapolis.  I told him I had grown up on the north side and he responded ―the north side or the 
north-north side like up near 86
th
 Street‖.  He had actually guessed correctly as I did grow up just 
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off of 86
th
 Street.  This seemed to immediately establish a barrier between myself and the 
respondent as he continued to tell me that I ―have no idea what it‘s like to live here (in WI)‖.  
Another respondent, after being approached about completing a survey, asked if I was ―some 
college boy green-type, some little rich kid‖.   
In contrast, my discussions with residents in Martindale-Brightwood never revolved 
around issues of where I was from.  The only comment I heard during door-to-door surveying 
was at one home in Martindale-Brightwood when, after knocking on the door, I saw a curtain 
move and heard a young child yell ―Mommy there‘s a white guy at the door‖.  While I did not 
encounter the same challenging of my neighborhood of ‗origin,‘ so to speak, in Martindale-
Brightwood it still was very difficult to find residents who would take the few minutes required 
to complete the survey or participate in an interview.  In that sense, while the responses were not 
as abrasive in Martindale-Brightwood, many residents still chose not to participate.  These 
interactions with residents and their perceptions of me influenced my research methodology.  
After attempting several door-to-door distributions of the survey and encountering various forms 
of apathy, mistrust, and dislike, as well as several pit bulls freely roaming the streets (particularly 
in West Indianapolis), I was forced to rely solely upon mailings to residents in an attempt to find 
respondents.        
This research project has provided information and insights which should be explored 
further in the future.  First, the selective response of a government to different areas of 
environmental injustice provides a useful framework from which to examine other cases.  In 
particular, it would be interesting to examine the responses of other city governments to 
environmental injustice by deciphering the differences between neighborhoods in terms of their 
political, social, economic, and environmental characteristics.  Additionally, this research project 
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could be extended by first, securing funding to survey and interview a much larger sample 
population, and second by continuing to examine how place attachment, social capital, 
contaminated media, and environmental perceptions influence or deter environmental activism.  I 
would be interested in further assessing the differential influence which may be held by either 
place attachment or social capital within the Indianapolis case.  While place attachment was 
higher in the activist community the levels of social capital (when excluding church 
membership) were similar.  This leads me to an interest in examining the role of churches in 
environmental injustice and in particular, the role of clergy as in the case of Martindale-
Brightwood.  Despite the higher levels of place attachment and social capital the development of 
activism was centered on the efforts of one minister and his ability to contact others and utilize a 
confrontational approach in the beginning.            
Research regarding corporate influence could be extended to examine more closely how 
different corporations influence environmental activism.  This research showed interlocking 
webs of influence between corporations, the city, and local organizations.  What is the 
relationship of industry with the city in question and how do outreach efforts of industry act to 
quell activism while not necessarily altering residents‘ perceptions of health issues and injustice?   
The role of contaminated media needs to be further examined as this research provided 
initial indications of a differential influence.  Future research on this topic could examine two 
communities dealing with the same dominant contaminated medium in order to specifically 
assess any difference in responses to the medium.  In particular, an interesting project would 
include interrogating how the complexity of air pollution seems to stifle collective environmental 
activism.  The ‗in-situ‘ image of soil contamination wherein it appears to remain stationary can 
present itself to residents as being controllable or something that can physically be removed from 
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their midst, whereas the remediation of air pollution is complicated by its dynamic nature.  
Examining the role of contaminated media and their influence on not only residents but also 
governments in terms of potential for remediation and resolution is a fruitful avenue for future 
research.     
Future research trajectories could also include analyzing the spatial clustering of 
environmental hazards and how these clusters may produce a landscape which is difficult for 
residents to decipher, thereby potentially stifling environmental activism.  This may be at play in 
West Indianapolis where  residents are geographically separated by large industrial sites and face  
multiple sources (mobile and stationary) of air pollution which further stifles activism due to the 
inherently complex and dynamic nature of air.   
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Appendix A - Resident Survey 
 
This survey is part of my dissertation research effort focused on environmental justice, perceptions, and 
activism within Indianapolis, Indiana.  I am a PhD student in the Geography Department at the University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  The answers you provide will be used along with data gathered from 
interviews and various regulatory and historical records as part of this investigation.  Your assistance is 
needed in order to more accurately present how residents feel about these issues and to help shape the 
most appropriate responses by government, industry, and residents alike.  Thank you very much for 
taking the time to complete this survey.  If you have any questions please do not hesitate to contact me via 
telephone at (317) 966-2506 or via e-mail at tfuller3@illinois.edu.   
 
1. Are you aware of any environmental issues in your neighborhood?    □Yes □No 
2. Does your area have more environmental issues than other areas in Indianapolis?  □Yes  □No 
3.    How do you define the word ‗pollution‘?  _______________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________  
4. Do you encounter or have you encountered pollution in yourarea?   □Yes □No 
    4a.  If yes, was it in the    □Soil □Air □Water 
5. Which concerns you most, pollution found in  □Soil   □Air   □Water □None 
6. How would rate your concern regarding pollution in the following? 
  Soil    □None □Very little □Concerned □Very concerned 
  Air    □None □Very little □Concerned □Very concerned 
  Water    □None □Very little □Concerned □Very concerned 
7. Please rate the following issues in terms of your level of concern using the following scale:  
(1 = No concern; 2 = Very little; 3 = Somewhat; 4 = Significant; 5 = Extreme) 
Soil contamination ____       Air pollution  ____  Water contamination ____     
Lead Paint in Homes ____       Indoor Air  ____  Mold/Moisture  ____    
Household Chemicals ____       Abandoned homes ____  Illegal Dumping ____    
Brownfields  ____       Lead in soil  ____  Storm drains/flooding ____    
Drinking water  ____       Groundwater  ____     Vehicular Traffic ____    
Industry  ____       Open burning  ____     Construction/Dust ____    
Noise Pollution  ____    
8. How often do you notice pollution?  □Daily    □Weekly □Monthly □Seasonally □Never 
9. During the past five years has the pollution  □Improved □Stayed the same □Worsened 
 9a.  What sources of information do you rely upon for the above response (personal experience,  
         neighbors/friends, newspapers, activists)?  ________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________  
10. Do you feel the pollution has affected your life in some way?   □Yes   □No    
  10a. If yes, please briefly describe how?  ______________________________________  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
11. Do you worry about how you or your family may be affected by pollution?  □Yes  □No 
12. Please describe two environmental issues/sites in your neighborhood that concern you the most? 
 1._____________________________________________________________________________ 
 ______________________________________________________________________________ 
 2. ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 ______________________________________________________________________________ 
13. How would you describe your health status □Poor □Fair □Good □Very Good □Excellent 
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14. Do you believe your health has been affected by pollution?  □Yes  □No 
 14a. If yes, please describe how the pollution has affected your health or that of a family  
 member/friend? _________________________________________________________________  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
15. Is there someone in the neighborhood who you confide in?  □Yes  □No 
16. Can you get help from a neighbor if needed?    □Yes  □No 
17. Do you consider your neighbors to be friendly?    □Yes  □No 
18. How often do you help neighbors or ask for help?  □1-2 times/month□1-2 times/year □Never 
19. Do you belong to a church in your neighborhood?   □Yes  □No 
20. How many years have you lived in this neighborhood?   □< 2   □3-6 □7-10   □11-20   □21+ years 
21. Do you like living in this neighborhood?     □Yes  □No 
22. How much do you like living in this neighborhood?  □Not at all □Somewhat □A lot 
23. Please describe what you like about the neighborhood? _____________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
24. Please describe what you do not like about the neighborhood? _______________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
25. Would you move out of the neighborhood if possible?   □Yes  □No 
26. Have you attended a community group meeting in the past 2 years?   □Yes  □No 
27. Are you currently a member of a local environmental group?   □Yes  □No 
28. Have you attended a public meeting about a local environmental issue?  □Yes  □No 
29. Have you attended a public protest about a local environmental issue?  □Yes   □No 
30. Have you complained to government, businesses, or media?    □Yes   □No 
31. Please rate the government response to pollution in your area       □Poor  □Fair  □Good  □Very good 
32. Age □< 35      □35-50     □51-64     □65+ years 
33. Gender □ M         □ F 
34. Ethnicity □U.S.-born □Born outside the U.S. 
35. Race □African-American□Asian-American□Caucasian□Latino □Other ____________ 
36. Language spoken in home □English □Spanish □Other __________________________ 
37. Marital status  □Married/partner  □Single □Other ___________________ 
38. Child (<18 years) in household? □Yes □No 
39. Annual household income □< $20,000 □$20,000 - 30,000□ $30,000-40,000     □> $40,000 
40. Do you own or rent your current place of residence?  □Own  □Rent 
  40a.  Is this a single-family dwelling?  □Yes  □No 
  40b.  If no, how many units are in your building? _________ 
41. Highest level of education attained □< High school  □High school or more 
42. Current employment status   □Employed   □Unemployed 
 42a.  Where do you work?          □Manufacturing   □Transp.□Retail    □Educ.□Govt 42b.  Is 
your place of employment located in the community in which you reside?   □Yes □No 
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Appendix B – Interview Questions 
Resident - Interview Questions: 
Do you feel there are any environmental issues in your neighborhood?    
If so, please describe? 
What do you think has caused these hazards to be in this area? 
Why has this area dealt with these issues for so long? 
Do you view this as okay or some injustice?  Why?   
Do you think the City government is doing a good job addressing environmental issues? 
Why do you think the City of Indianapolis has been so involved along with outside interests? 
How do you feel about living in this neighborhood? 
Do you have any health concerns? 
Do you feel like these environmental hazards may be related to those health issues? 
Explain how/why? 
Are you involved with any sort of environmental or neighborhood organization? 
 If so, why? 
 What made you become involved? 
 If not, why not?   
 What might make you more likely to become activist or voice protest? 
 
City of Indianapolis Brownfields Coordinator – Interview Questions: 
What first got you involved with the MBEJC and MB in general? 
How would you describe the relationship? 
Why are there so many brownfields in MB? 
How do you see brownfields redevelopment helping residents of MB? 
Are you aware of many brownfields in other parts of the city? West Indianapolis? 
Have you worked with any organizations in the West Indianapolis area? 
 
CDC Directors – Interview Questions: 
What is the role of the CDC? 
What are some of the successes you can point to? 
How would you characterize the level of involvement of residents in the area? 
What are the major goals of the CDC? 
How have these compared to that of residents in the area? 
How does the CDC hope to accomplish these goals? 
What is the role of brownfields redevelopment in the CDC vision? 
What types of funding mechanisms are provided to the CDC? 
 
MBEJC Staff – Interview Questions: 
What first drew you to participate in the MBEJC? 
How long have you been a member? 
What are some of your hopes for the MBEJC? 
Describe your sense of resident involvement with the MBEJC? 
Why do you think that is? 
What are some barriers to activism/involvement in the community? 
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How might these be overcome? 
It seems the interests/goals of the group have expanded beyond just the soil remediation associated with 
National Lead, why is that? 
What do you identify as the three most critical issues that the MBEJC needs to address? 
How would you describe the relationship between MBEJC and the city/state/federal governments? 
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Appendix C - MBEJC 13-Point Environmental Justice Declaration 
 
Martindale Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative 
13-Point Environmental Justice Declaration 
September 23, 2010 
 
Whereas, the Martindale Brightwood neighborhood is a 93 percent African American 
neighborhood bounded by 30th Street on the north, Sherman Drive on the east, Massachusetts 
Avenue and 21st Street on the south, and the Monon Trail on the west. 
Whereas, according to the Marion County Health Department, the Martindale Brightwood 
neighborhood – when compared to Marion County as a whole – has higher rates of lead 
poisoning in children and higher rates of hospitalization for diabetes, asthma, bronchitis and 
other respiratory diseases; and 
Whereas, the 2009 Martindale Brightwood Neighborhood Plan found that 31 percent of the 
residential structures in the neighborhood, or 1,048 homes, need some level of reinvestment or 
repair; and 
 
Whereas, 46 percent of commercial properties and 30 percent of residential properties in 
Martindale Brightwood are vacant or abandoned, and recent studies by IUPUI students show that 
these properties are often characterized by code violations, such as broken windows and doors, 
large rubbish and other signs of disrepair;  and 
 
Whereas, Martindale Brightwood represents less than 1 percent of the land area in Marion 
County, yet accounts for 12-13 percent of all illegal dumping service requests for the county; and 
Whereas, those convicted of illegal dumping, on the rare occasions when they are caught, face a 
maximum penalty of a $2,500 fine for their violations; and 
Whereas, benzene and other air toxins have been found in Martindale Brightwood at unhealthy 
levels above the EPA cancer benchmark; and 
Whereas, the outdoor air in the neighborhood likely won't meet new federal fine particulate air 
pollution standards designed to protect public health; and 
Whereas, eight to nine percent of blood tests of children conducted in our neighborhood show 
elevated blood-lead levels, which can lower a child's attention span, IQ, and reading scores; and 
Whereas, the Martindale Brightwood neighborhood has 58 commercial or industrial properties 
that are abandoned or underutilized and 84 additional sites are a concern; and 
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Whereas, the Martindale Brightwood Environmental Justice Collaborative was formed to reduce 
these high-priority environmental threats to residents‘ health and welfare;  
Therefore, we – the people who live, work and worship in the Martindale Brightwood 
neighborhood – do hereby adopt this 13-Point Environmental Justice Declaration calling for the 
following government actions to correct environmental injustice in our neighborhood: 
1. The City of Indianapolis and Marion County Health Department must take stronger 
action to correct chronic code violations and take enforcement action – including 
demolition – against problem residential and commercial properties that have become a 
haven for drug dealers, wild or stray animals, and other dangers. 
2. The City of Indianapolis and the Marion County Health Department must repair the 
broken process for preventing illegal dumping, responding to dumping complaints and 
enforcing against dumpers. 
3. The City of Indianapolis should reinstate funding for code enforcement officers to 
enforce illegal dumping and other environmental crimes. 
4. The City-County Council should consolidate illegal dumping ordinances in one section of 
City Code to aid both police officers in the field and code enforcement staff. 
5. The City-County Council must also pass stronger ordinances against illegal dumping, 
including:   
a) confiscating vehicles used in illegal dumping activities,  
b) offering a reward of 50 percent of the collected fine for an affidavit leading to 
conviction,  
c) requiring convicted illegal dumpers to run a full-page ad in the newspaper apologizing 
for their actions,  
d) terminating city contracts with construction firms that fail to use licensed waste 
haulers, and  
e) requiring the perpetrator to pay three times the cost of cleanup, perform 200 hours of 
community service, face jail time up to six months and pay fines up to $2,500 for the first 
violation and up to $7,500 for subsequent violations. 
6. Marion County prosecutors must seek stronger penalties for illegal dumping and judges 
must levy stronger sentences for those convicted of illegal dumping; 
7. The City should increase the availability of dumpsters or heavy trash pickup days so 
residents can safely and legally dispose of unwanted items; 
8. The City should deploy barriers on dead-end streets and alleys that are a haven for late-
night illegal dumpers and place fences or barriers on abandoned properties that are 
dangerous and attract dumping activities. 
9. The City-County Council should pass an ordinance requiring that all rental properties be 
registered and all rental property owners certify through a licensed lead risk assessor that 
their pre-1978 housing units are lead-safe. 
10. The City of Indianapolis Department of Public Works should synchronize traffic lights 
along Keystone Avenue and other major thoroughfares in Martindale Brightwood to 
reduce vehicle idling at stoplights in the neighborhood. 
11. The Indiana Department of Environmental Management should inspect all businesses 
with air pollution permits in the Martindale Brightwood neighborhood to determine their 
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compliance with the Clean Air Act, and take enforcement action against those who are 
polluting our air and endangering our health.    
12. State government should re-study the need for sound barriers along Interstate 70 to 
reduce noise in the Martindale Brightwood neighborhood. 
13. The City of Indianapolis should resume regular street sweeping outside the mile-square 
downtown area, including the Martindale Brightwood neighborhood. 
 
Signed, this 23rd day of September, 2010, by the following people who cherish Martindale 
Brightwood as the place where we live, work or worship: 
 
